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Abstract

Re-imagining an African Family Ecclesiology in Dialogue with Ratzinger’s
Christo-Pneuma Communion Ecclesiology
By Tegha Afuhwi Nji

This thesis seeks to elaborate an African ecclesiology that brings into conversation
African notions of family and Ratzinger’s theological reflection on koinōnia. The model
of Church-as-family was popularized by the 1994 Synod of African Bishops, and since
then it has been espoused by numerous African theologians, who view it as the African
response to the communion ecclesiology elaborated by the Second Vatican Council.
This thesis, however, seeks to present a unique perspective of Church-as-family. In
the first place, while the prevalent African family ecclesiologies tend to present the aspect
of communion or fellowship in ways that undermine the institutional and juridical
dimensions of Church-as-family, this thesis seeks to present a balance of the two aspects.
It achieves this goal by bringing Church-as-family into dialogue with Ratzinger’s
communion ecclesiology, which is itself a corrective to an imbalanced Eastern Orthodox
ecclesiology opposing eucharistic fellowship and communion. In the second place, while
prevalent African family ecclesiologies make very little or no reference to the missionary
dimension of Church-as-family, locating the ecumenical impulse of the Church-as-family
solely in a theological analysis of the ‘extended family’, this thesis appropriates the
Ratzingerian themes of co-existence, pro-existence, and vicarious representation and
presents the missionary and ecumenical impulse of the Church-as-family through a
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theological analysis of the roles of the 'extended family' and the 'firstborn son'. The
firstborn son is here conceptualized as an embodiment of vicarious pro-existence.
The uniting factor in the dialogue between the Church-as-communion and the
Church-as-family is the functional equivalence of koini5nia and family solidarity. The
Church as family or as communion reinterprets authority and hierarchy in terms of
service. In this dialogue, the following conclusions are evident: the Church is born from
and in the Eucharist; the communitarian and institutional dimensions are inseparably tied
together in the Church's self-understanding; the Church, seen either as communion or
family, is missionary by nature; the Church is not closed-in or inward looking, but is
open to ecumenical and interreligious dialogue; finally, the Church remains a community
open towards its eschatological realization.
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General Introduction
This thesis seeks to outline a new African family ecclesiology which emerges
from a dialogue between African culture and Ratzinger’s communion ecclesiology. The
argument made here is that Ratzinger’s communion ecclesiology overcomes the dualism
of an unbalanced eucharistic ecclesiology that overly stresses communion (fellowship)
and tends to forget community as an institutional or juridical reality – a danger to which
some Eastern Orthodox and some African family ecclesiologies are actually liable. By
bringing into dialogue Ratzinger’s communion ecclesiology and African family
ecclesiology, I am envisioning a balanced family ecclesiology which would be a
synthesis of both the communal and the institutional dimensions of the African family.
This theological vision would bring into dialogue the African family institutions/values
of solidarity, extended family and the role of the firstborn son with Ratzingerian themes
of koinōnia (κοινωνία), pro-existence, vicarious representation, and the ‘other brother’,
thereby opening up the ecumenical and missionary implications of African family
ecclesiology.
Since the second half of the twentieth century – from the Second Vatican Council
onwards – there has been renewed interest in the question of ecclesiology. The Second
Vatican Council in the thinking of many scholars sanctioned a remarkable shift of
emphasis from the institutional (juridical or hierarchical) model of the Church to an
understanding of the Church as ‘communion’, centered around the Eucharist – a
development which was already underway by the turn of the twentieth century. Some of
the Orthodox theologians who were already developing a Eucharistic ecclesiology
include Nikolai Afanasiev (1893–1966), George Florovsky (1893–1979), Paul
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Evdokimov (1901–1970), John Meyendorff (1926–1992), and John Zizioulas (1931–).
The prominent Catholics were Henri de Lubac (1896–1991), Louis Bouyer (1913–2004),
Yves Congar (1904–1995), and of course Joseph Ratzinger (1927-).1
These developments could be described as a rediscovery of koinōnia and
mysterion as defining characterizations of the Church – a rediscovery that climaxed at the
Second Vatican Council.2 This shift to koinōnia cuts across denominational and national
boundaries, including Catholics as well as Protestants, in the West as well as in the East,
in Asia as in Africa, etc. Against this background, there has been increasing development
of an African Ecclesiology that espouses the understanding of the Church as
‘communion’ in terms of family, that is, Church-as-family ecclesiology. This is typically,
but not exclusively African. This development has been especially significant in the wake
of the 1994 Synod of African Bishops that discussed the theme Ecclesia in Africa. At this
event, African family values – especially solidarity and unity–were presented to the
consideration of the universal Church, inviting theologians to view them as a resource for
the development of a new ecclesiology.3 Prominent African theologians who have
engaged this theme of Church-as-family directly or indirectly include, amongst others,

1

References to the work of these theologians are given in Aidan Nichols’ Theology in the Russian
Diaspora. Church, Fathers, Eucharist in Nikolai Afanas’ev 1891-1966 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1989), chapter 6. Cited in in John Anthony Berry, “From the Open Side of the Lord: on Joseph
Ratzinger’s Eucharistic Ecclesiology,” 97.
2
Prior to Vatican II, the idea of the Church as “Mystical Body of Christ” was already expressed in the
Encyclical of Pius XII (Mystici Corporis Christi, 1943), who in turn presented it as an image of the Church
that goes far back to Christ himself and the Apostolic times. Cf. Pius XII, Mystici Corporis Christi (June
29, 1943), 1. Aquinas in the Middle Ages also referred to the Church as Body of Christ. Cf. Aquinas,
Summa Theologiae III, q. 8, a. 3, ad. 1. Over time, however, this idea sort of got sidelined. At Vatican II,
the idea was taken up anew, deepened and broadened to include the aspect of communion. As such, the
Church was described in terms of ‘Mystery’ and ‘Communion’. These themes run throughout Lumen
Gentium.
3
John Paul II, Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Ecclesia in Africa (September 15, 1995). See no. 63.
Accessible online at: http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jpii_exh_14091995_ecclesia-in-africa.html. Henceforth cited as Ecclesia in Africa.
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Agbonkhianmeghe Emmanuel Orobator, Aidan Msafiri, Charles Nyamiti, Bénézet Bujo,
Jean-Marc Ela, Peter Kanyandago, John Mary Waliggo, and Roger Houngbédji.4
It is important to remember how an imbalanced Eucharistic ecclesiology results in
a set of unresolved dualities – between the spiritual and the external reality of the Church,
the universal and the particular, the communal and the institutional (hierarchical), etc. To
counter this trend, this thesis sets out to develop Ratzinger’s communion ecclesiology, in
opposition to problematic tendencies in Eastern Orthodox Eucharistic ecclesiologies as
seen for instance in the writings of John Zizioulas.5 The dichotomy between Eucharistic
and communion ecclesiology effectively results in what the Russian Orthodox theologian
Vladimir Solovyov calls isolated national churches.6
These considerations should explain the deliberate choice of the term
‘Communion Ecclesiology’ in the title of this thesis, rather than ‘Eucharistic
Ecclesiology’. This terminological choice indicates that Ratzinger’s goal is the
overcoming of ecclesiological dualities through a unique characterization of koinōnia
(communio) as both Eucharist and community – bringing the two together.7 Also, for

4

Orobator is a Jesuit from Nigeria and currently the President of the Jesuit Conference of Africa and
Madagascar (JCAM). Aidan G. Msafiri is a lecturer at the St. Augustine University of Tanzania (SAUT).
Charles Nyamiti (1931-1981) was a Professor at Kipalapala Senior Seminary in Tanzania. Bénézet Bujo is
a diocesan priest from the Democratic Republic of Congo, and professor emeritus of moral theology at the
University of Fribourg, Switzerland. Jean-Mac Ela (1936-2008) was a Cameroonian priest. He studied
sociology and theology at Strasbourg and Sorbonne and held professorships in Cameroon, Belgium, USA,
Canada, Benin, France, and Congo. John Waliggo (1942-2008) was a Ugandan priest and professor at
Katigondo National Seminary. Peter Kanyandago is a professor of Ethics and Development Studies at the
Uganda Martyrs University. Roger Houngbédji is the Archbishop of the Archdiocese of Cotonou in Benin
Republic, West Africa. The works of these and other African theologians are referenced in this thesis.
5
Andrey Shishkov, “Metropolitan John Zizioulas on Primacy in the Church,” in IKZ 104 (2014) Seiten
205–219, here, p. 208. The works of Zizioulas referenced here are Being as Communion: Studies in
Personhood and the Church (Crestwood, NY: SVPS, 1997); and The One and the Many: Studies on God,
Man, the Church, and the World Today (Alhambra CA: Sebastian Press, 2010), especially pp. 247-52.
6
Cf. Vladimir S. Solovyov, Russia and the Universal Church, trans. Herbert Rees (London: Geoffrey
Bles, Centenary Press, 1948), esp. pp. 65-67.
7
See Joseph Ratzinger, Called to Communion: Understanding the Church Today, trans. Adrian Walker
(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1996), 29, 76, 82. Cf. Joseph Ratzinger, Pilgrim Fellowship of Faith: The
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Ratzinger, the Eucharist is the principle for universality as well as particularity in the
Church; the Eucharist builds a ‘Christian brotherhood’ (communion) which must always
be open to the ‘non-brother’ through vicarious representation (Stellvertretung) and proexistence.8 Running parallel to Ratzinger’s retrieval of koinōnia, as a ‘functional
equivalent,’ is the value of solidarity in the African family, which, once purified in Christ
serves as a model to articulate notions of fellowship and communion within the
ecclesiological model of Church-as-family. The transformation of this solidarity
culminates in the Eucharist, and it likewise is modeled after the ‘community/family of the
Trinity’. Christ in the African imagination is presented as the new ‘family head’ or
‘(Pro)-ancestor’ who constitutes around himself a new family.9
Overall, this thesis evolves as a comparative research project divided into three
chapters. Chapter one focuses on Ratzinger’s communion ecclesiology presented through
inter-textual criticism and in dialogue with his contemporaries. Chapter two presents an
overview of the development of family ecclesiology, starting from Biblical precedents up
to and beyond the 1994 Synod of African Bishops. This conceptual genealogy unfolds
through a sociological analysis, narrative analysis, and textual criticism. The constructive
core of the work is developed in chapter three, which offers a comparative analysis of
Church-as-communion and Church-as-family in view of a constructive synthesis that
demonstrates a unique African family ecclesiology.

Church as Communion, trans. Henry Taylor, and eds. Stephan Otto Horn and Vinzenz Pfnür (San
Francisco: Ignatius Press, c2005), 49-65ff.
8
Cf. Christopher Ruddy, “‘For the Many’: The Vicarious-Representative Heart of Joseph Ratzinger’s
Theology,” in Theological Studies 73, no. 3 (September 2014): 564-584. This article is an elaborate
treatment of the theme of vicarious representation in Ratzinger’s theology.
9
Cf. Bénézet Bujo, African Theology in Its Social Context, trans. John O’Donohue (Maryknoll, New
York: Orbis Books, 1992), 92-96.
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This dialogue shows how Ratzinger’s koinōnia sheds light on the deficient
appropriation of the understanding of family in some African family ecclesiologies. For
too long now, the focus of African family ecclesiologies has been the appropriation of
‘family as community’ almost to exclusion of ‘family as (hierarchical) institution’.10 This
imbalance is liable to the same dangers of a purely Eucharistic ecclesiology which forgets
the juridical dimension of ecclesiology. My task is to provide a corrective to this
interpretation by underscoring the sociological dimensions of the typical African family
and showing how this is both ‘communal’ and ‘institutional’.
Secondly, this revisited African understanding of family offers a fitting model to
articulate the ecumenical implications of Ratzinger’s ecclesiology expressed in terms of
the ‘other brother’. In showing the ecumenical potential of the Church-as-family, I am
not limiting myself to the concept of the ‘extended family’ as is the case in many
prevalent African family ecclesiologies. In addition, I am offering a new perspective by
institutionalizing or conceptualizing the ‘firstborn son’ as a depiction of responsibility
and sacrificial existence for others – in short, vicarious representation. Thus
conceptualized, the notion of ‘firstborn son’ does not always require a literal firstborn son
as a referent but could be applied to whoever ‘fulfils that role’ of vicarious
representation. That person(s) becomes an embodiment of pro-existence and vicarious
representation after the model of Christ, the Firstborn Son par excellence, by virtue of
whose sacrifice the Body of Christ is built up.
Thirdly, Ratzinger’s concept of vicarious representation in characterizing the
relationship of the Church to non-members essentially defines the Church as missionary:

10

Cf. A. E. Orobator, “Perspectives and Trends in Contemporary African Ecclesiology,” in Studia
Missionalia, Vol. 45 (1996): 267-281.
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her mission is to exist for others (love). Contrary to the tendency in current African
ecclesiologies – which, as Orobator pointed out, lack a focus on the missionary aspect of
the Church11 – I am arguing that recourse to the African ‘firstborn son’ and his role of
vicarious representation could inform African family ecclesiology with a sense of
mission – that is, living for others.
This thesis is neither an exhaustive study of Ratzinger’s ecclesiology nor does it
say the last word as regards African family ecclesiology. At the same time, I hope to
achieve three goals: (i) to contribute a response to the Synod Fathers’ invitation to
African theologians that they deepen the theological understanding of the Church-asfamily, especially in its ecumenical and missionary breadth; (ii) to offer ecclesiologists a
new perspective for evaluating the ecumenical and missionary impetus of the model of
the Church-as-family; (iii) to challenge and invite Africans in general to return to the
priceless values of the family. In this way, the Church in Africa will be able to rise both
above ‘hierarchicalism’ and vague notions of ‘fellowship’ which undermine the value of
the institution. This last point opens up this thesis to the possibility of further/future
scholarship, which will have to explore how the Church in Africa can concretely live out
the model of Church-as-family in terms of ecclesiastical authority and governance.

11

Cf. Ibid., 280.
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CHAPTER ONE
RATZINGER’S COMMUNION ECCLESIOLOGY
1.1. Introduction
This chapter is not an exhaustive treatment of Ratzinger’s communion
ecclesiology; rather, it focuses on the development of the major themes therein, which
open up to this thesis’ intended aim, that is, constructive dialogue with family
ecclesiology from an African perspective.
To achieve its purpose, this chapter attempts not simply a reproduction but an
analysis of Ratzinger’s communion ecclesiology, its Pneumato-Christological foundation
as evidenced in the establishment, growth, and eschatological fulfilment of the Church;
and its development as a corrective to the dualities besetting some twentieth and twentyfirst century ecclesiologies (especially in the Orthodox tradition). At the core of this
chapter is the presentation of Ratzinger’s Biblical and Hellenistic retrieval of koinōnia.
Koinōnia for him designates both ‘Eucharist’ and ‘community’, which are correlative
concepts of his ecclesiology. In this ecclesiological vision which he espouses, the Holy
Spirit’s characterization as communio stands out.
This chapter likewise considers the ecumenical and soteriological implications of
Ratzinger’s communion ecclesiology, which envisages ‘vicarious representation’ as the
point of contact between ecclesiology and mission, the Christian and the non-Christian,
the Catholic and the non-Catholic. The conclusion of this chapter summarizes the major
themes highlighted in Ratzinger’s communion ecclesiology and opens them up to
dialogue with themes in a ‘re-imagined African family ecclesiology’.
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1.2. Pneuma-Christological Foundation of Ratzinger’s Ecclesiology
Joseph Ratzinger’s ecclesiology is characteristically Christo-Pneumatological (or
Pneumato-Christological) that is, it is rooted in and derived from the integration of
Christology (Christ) and Pneumatology (Holy Spirit). This is not an accidental
characterization of Ratzinger’ ecclesiology but a deliberate development springing from
his desire to overcome a perceived danger in most of contemporary theology. In his own
words Ratzinger observes,
The contrast between Christological and pneumatological approaches
to the Church is becoming an increasingly prominent theme in
contemporary theology. This contrast generates the claim that
sacrament belongs on the side of Christology and the incarnation,
which has to be supplemented by the pneumatological-charismatic
perspective. It is true, of course, that Christ and the Pneuma have to be
distinguished. But just as we must not treat the three persons of the
Trinity as communio of three gods, we correctly distinguish Christ and
the Spirit only when their diversity helps us better understand their
unity.12
Against such bifurcations (oppositions), Ratzinger argues that Christ and the Spirit are
inseparable, so much that the Spirit cannot be correctly understood without Christ, and it
is equally impossible to understand Christ without the Holy Spirit.13 It is discernable from
Ratzinger’s theological vision (or legacy) that this mutual relationship of Christology and
Pneumatology takes place in the context of ecclesiology. In fact, “because no one can talk
about Christ, the Son, without also straightaway talking about the Father, and because no
one can talk about the Father and the Son without listening to the Holy Spirit,” Ratzinger
avows that “the Christological aspect of ecclesiology is necessarily extended into a

12

Joseph Ratzinger, “The Theological Locus of Ecclesial Movements,” in Communio: International
Catholic Review, 25 (Fall 1998), 485-486.
13
Cf. Ibid., 486.
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trinitarian ecclesiology.”14 This citation explains Ratzinger’s claim that “teaching about
the Church must take its departure from teaching about the Holy Spirit and his gifts.”15
Borrowing from Augustine, Ratzinger also claims “the gifts of the Spirit, in which the
Spirit himself is finally the gift, are the gifts of the victorious Christ, the fruit of his
victory, of his ascension to the Father.”16 The ultimate finality (goal) of the Spirit’s
bestowal of gifts is for the building up of the body of Christ, the Church.17 This warrants
his conclusion that the center of the Spirit’s activity in the world is the Church.18 As such,
ecclesiology becomes the context in which Christ and the Spirit ‘play-out’ in the
economy of salvation. By this same token, Christ, according to Ratzinger, is said to
remain present and at work in the Church, through the Holy Spirit.19
Let us now examine the Christo-Pneumatological foundations of Ratzinger’s
ecclesiology from three perspectives: the establishment, growth, and eschatological
fulfilment of the Church.
1.2.1. Establishment and Growth of the Church
For Ratzinger, the Resurrection produced the effect of the inter-penetration of
‘faith in the Holy Spirit’ and ‘faith in the Church’. Once this interconnection is severed,
both the teaching on the Church and the teaching on the Holy Spirit suffers: the Church is
no longer understood charismatically from the angle of pneumatology and the teaching of

14

Cf. Joseph Ratzinger, Pilgrim Fellowship of Faith: The Church as Communion,140. See Lumen
Gentium, no. 2-4. All citations from Vatican II documents are from: Walter Abbott, ed., The Documents of
Vatican II (New York: America Press, 1966).
15
Joseph Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, trans. J. R. Foster and Michael J. Miller (San Francisco:
Ignatius Press, 2004), 333.
16
Joseph Ratzinger, “The Holy Spirit as Communio: Concerning the Relationship of Pneumatology and
Spirituality in Augustine,” in Communio: International Catholic Review, 25 (Summer 1998), 334-335.
17
Cf. Ibid., 335. See Ephesians 4:1-16, especially verses 11-13; and 1 Corinthians 12.
18
Cf. Ibid., 335.
19
Cf. Joseph Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, 333-4.
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the Holy Spirit becomes ‘homeless’.20 Ratzinger, following Augustine, sees the Church
as the fruit of the Spirit, who is in turn the gift of the victorious Christ, who gives this gift
“for the building up of his body” after having led ‘captivity’ captive. Captivity here refers
to the devil, humanity’s bondage and the exile of sin, while victory refers to the
resurrection. Connected to this victory is the aspect of freedom and liberation.21
Thanks to this victory of Christ, the Eucharist – fruit of Christ’s victory –
becomes that one single event, above all else, in/by/through which the Church is formed
– “concorporatio cum Christo.”22 In other words, “The Eucharist, seen as the permanent
origin and center of the Church, joins all the ‘many’, who are now made a people, to the
one Lord and to his one and only Body.”23 Thus, the Church is seen by him as a dynamic
process of horizontal and vertical unification: Vertically (the union of man and the Triune
God, realized in the Eucharist); and horizontally (the union or coming together of a
divided humanity).24 The union of ‘divided humanity’ is made possible only through the
vertical union with God, in the Eucharist, which melts all barriers. These two aspects –
Eucharist and gathering together – is what is termed communion.25 It is precisely the
Holy Spirit who builds up the body of Christ as a ‘communion of Saints’ – firstly, as a
Eucharistic community gathered together here on earth, and secondly, as incorporating

20

Cf. Ibid., 333.
Cf. Joseph Ratzinger, “The Holy Spirit as Communio,” 335, 336. See Joseph Ratzinger, Pilgrim
Fellowship of Faith: The Church as Communion, 54 – 58.
22
Cf. Joseph Ratzinger, The Meaning of Christian Brotherhood, 2nd ed., trans. W. A. Glen-Doepel (San
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1993), 68.
23
Joseph Ratzinger, Called to Communion: Understanding the Church Today, 29.
24
Ratzinger sees the Church as a sacrament precisely in that “she is God’s communing with men and
hence the communion of men with each other.” Joseph Ratzinger, Principles of Catholic Theology:
Building Stones for a Fundamental Theology, trans. Mary Frances McCarthy (San Francisco: Ignatius Press
1987), 53. Cf. Francesca Aran Murphy, “Papal Ecclesiology,” in Explorations in the Thought of Benedict
XVI, ed. John C. Cavadini (ND, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2012): 215-235. Citing pages
223-224.
25
Cf. Ibid., 76.
21
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those beyond the frontiers of death (purgatory and heaven). In this ‘building up’ consists
the concretization of how the Spirit works in history.26
The Orthodox theologian John Zizioulas is in agreement here with Ratzinger. At
the heart of Zizioulas’ Christo-Pneumatological ecclesiology is the claim that the Holy
Spirit, in making real the Christ-event in history, makes real at the same time Christ’s
personal existence as a body or community (the Church).27 For Zizioulas, the Church
originates through the Christ-event (Christ becoming present in history) – from
Incarnation to Pentecost. The Holy Spirit’s role in the Christ-event is visibly clear from
Scriptures.28 Next, he notes that it is particularly the Holy Spirit who gathers us into
‘communion – koinōnia’ as a “corporate personality of Christ.”29 Thirdly, it is through
the gifts of the Spirit (charismata) given to the community that each member is able to
serve the Church – fulfilling her mission. Again, it is through the Spirit that we are
inspired and sanctified.30 Lastly, it is the Spirit (who is beyond history) who raises Jesus
from the dead and makes him an eschatological being, the ‘last Adam’, such that through
him we are brought into the eschaton.31 There is a near-seamless connection here with
Ratzinger’s perspective on the eschatological fulfilment of the Church.
1.2.2. Eschatological Fulfilment of the Church
The Holy Spirit’s role in the eschatological realization of the Church is conjoined
to that of Christ. As Ratzinger rightly points out, “The Holy Spirit is the power through
which the risen Lord remains present in the history of the world as the principle of a new

26

Joseph Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, 334-336.
John Zizioulas, Being as Communion, 110, 111.
28
Cf. Ibid., 129-130.
29
Cf. Ibid., 130-131.
30
Cf. Ibid.
31
Cf. Ibid., 130.
27

11

history and a new world.”32 Here, we have an understanding of the Spirit as the
prolongation of Christ and a clear reference to the ‘last days’ – the eschaton.33 Thus
understood, Ratzinger aptly describes the Church in its provisional character as “a
developing divine convocation.”34 The co-operation of Christ and the Spirit in this
ongoing convocation, which is essential to the very understanding of Christianity, serves
as a Ratzingerian corrective to theologians like Roger Haight, who postulate that
‘inclusivity’ in ecclesiology can be attained only by Pneumatology while at the same time
regarding Christology as the divisive principle between Christians and non-Christians.35
For Ratzinger, inclusion happens by the power of the Holy Spirit who leads the Church
towards that hoped-for fulfilment but at the same time, it is precisely a fulfilment in
Christ. Ratzinger describes Christ as the ‘Last Man’ who takes man into his future, which
consists of his being not just man, but one with God.36 One could safely conclude that
Ratzinger sees the goal of eschatology as living in God with Christ, and this is being
prepared by and through the activity of the Holy Spirit in history.
Furthermore, as long as the Church remains within the world of history, the
Church remains open to that eschatological hope of ‘true universality’ – to include all of
humanity – which is the very driving force of her missionary activity.37 It makes sense
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then to understand the Church, as Ratzinger does, as an open process of dynamic growth,
encompassing both those already visibly contained in her as a part of her ‘brotherhood’,
and those yet to be brothers.38 Ratzinger evokes here, deliberately or otherwise, Thomas
Aquinas’ principle of ‘potential Christians’ expressed thus, “Those who are unbaptized
[non-Christians], though not actually in the Church, are in the Church potentially. And
this potentiality is rooted in two things – first and principally, in the power of Christ,
which is sufficient for the salvation of the whole human race; secondly, in free-will.”39
The eschatological dimension of ecclesiology and the co-operation of Christ and
the Spirit therein became a major theme in the Second Vatican Council. The conciliar
document Lumen Gentium states: “The Church…will attain her full perfection only in the
glory of heaven… Therefore, the promised restoration which we are awaiting has already
begun in Christ, is carried forward in the mission of the Holy Spirit, and through Him
continues in the Church.”40 In his commentary on this text, Ratzinger traces the Council’s
notion of the Church’s forward-looking eschatological nature while making reference to
the work of the Lutheran exegete Ernst Käsemann titled, The Pilgrim People of God.
Ratzinger writes,
This title – [Pilgrim People of God] – practically became a
catchword within the compass of the conciliar debates, for it let
something be heard which in the course of grappling with the
Constitution on the Church was realized more and more clearly: the
Church is not yet at the goal. It still has its true hope in front of it.
The ‘eschatological’ moment of the concept of the Church became
clear. Above all, one was able in this way to enunciate the unity of
38
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salvation history, which comprises Israel and the Church together on
their pilgrim journey.41
The notion of the ‘People of God,’ Ratzinger asserts, though predominantly an Old
Testament one, undergoes a radical transformation in Christ, in whom ‘the non-people’
(the Gentiles) are brought into the ‘new people of Israel’, more fittingly called the
ecclesia in the New Testament so as to highlight this transformation. Such Christological
transformation warrants then the appellation of Church as ‘Body of Christ’. Ratzinger
sees a continuity between ‘Body of Christ’ and ‘people of God’ as ecclesiological
models.42 What is most striking here is that for Ratzinger incorporation into the ‘new
people of God’ takes place above all in the Eucharist, the reason why he maintains that
the first point worthy of note in the Eucharistic (or communion) ecclesiology of Vatican
II is the fact that “Jesus’s Last Supper is recognized as the true act of the founding of the
Church.”43 The Eucharist, for Ratzinger, is the thrust of ecclesiology, which ultimately is
characterized as Eucharistic or communion (ecclesiology). We now turn to this in greater
detail.
1.3. Understanding Ratzinger’s Communion Ecclesiology in the Context of
Ecclesiological Dualities
1.3.1. Defining the Dualities: Pre and Post-Vatican II
It is immediately obvious that Ratzinger develops his communion ecclesiology
partly as a corrective to what may be called ecclesiological dualities (dichotomies),
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resulting either from an excessive focus on the mysterious and spiritual nature of the
Church or from an imbalanced emphasis on the Eucharistic, in a way that tends to view
the institution of the Church as opposed to the spiritual (charism), and at the same time
dichotomizes the universality and particularity of the Church, fellowship and hierarchy,
even Eucharist and communion, and likewise the communal dimension and the juridical
dimension of community. Summarily, Ratzinger holds that any duality of institution and
charism or otherwise must be overcome.44
Ratzinger comments further on these dualistic tendencies in his post conciliar
notes on Lumen Gentium. In the first place, he acknowledges the council’s indebtedness
to the diasporic Russian Orthodox theologians in its development of a Eucharistic
ecclesiology. However, Ratzinger points out the ‘damning particularity’ in their
ecclesiological vision which reduces the Church to this particular celebrating Eucharistic
community with no need of external unity with other communities.45 Ratzinger critiques
the same idea of “congregationism” in Luther’s Protestantism. “For Luther,” he writes,
“the congregation which hears the Word of God on the spot is the Church. For that
reason, he replaced the term ‘Church’ with the term ‘community’ and Church became a
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negative concept.”46 In both cases, there is an evident severing of universality and
particularity, Eucharist and communion (of different particular Eucharistic assemblies).
Though Ratzinger does not call him by name in the above referenced text, the
prominent Orthodox theologian here referred to is Nicolas Afanasiev (1893-1966), to
whom the term “Eucharistic ecclesiology” is owed.47 For instance, Afanasiev’s essay,
The Church which Presides in Love (published in French in 1960), was cited three times
in the nota praevia to the draft De Ecclesia in connection with Eucharistic ecclesiology
and the role of the Eucharist in the life of the Church.48 Arguably, the influence of
Afanasiev’s thought on the Eucharistic ecclesiology of the Second Vatican Council is
particularly evident in Lumen Gentium 26. However, Ratzinger cites this same paragraph
of Lumen Gentium, to point to the nuanced and broadened articulation of Vatican II’s
Eucharistic ecclesiology. “Turning to the text of the Council,” Ratzinger writes, “It does
not simply say, ‘The Church exists wholly in every community celebrating the
Eucharist.’ Rather, the formulation runs: ‘The Church is really present in all legitimately
organized local groups of the faithful, which, insofar as they are united to their pastors,
are also quite appropriately called Churches’. Two elements are important here. First, the
community must be ‘legitimate’ in order for it to be Church, and it is legitimate ‘insofar
as it is united to the pastors.’”49 Therefore, in Ratzinger’s reading, Vatican II’s notion of
Church, which he espouses, really underscores the centrality of liceity in addition to
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validity. Church, thus understood, is not limited to a particular congregation, but
embraces the whole brotherhood of the Body of the Lord.50
If we would aptly understand Ratzinger’s ecclesiology, it is expedient that we
clarify at this point the following two notions which are so central to the discussions here:
Eucharistic and communion.
1.3.2. Communion Ecclesiology or Eucharistic Ecclesiology? – Ratzinger in Dialogue
with Afanasiev, Meyendorff, and Zizioulas
At face value, Eucharistic ecclesiology and communion ecclesiology seem to be
one and the same. However, a closer read of the above-mentioned authors reveals some
nuances in the articulation of one or the other, and how the two are related. As we shall
elaborate shortly, while a Eucharistic ecclesiology stresses the fellowship of the
assembling community around the Eucharistic table as its birthplace, communion
ecclesiology includes the juridical implications of this gathered community (or
communion), while also articulating how different Eucharistic assemblies (local
Churches) are related to or in communion with one another. This touches directly on the
question of the relationship between the universal and the particular Church. From this
perspective, we can better appreciate Afanasiev’s twofold ecclesiological claims: a
Eucharistic ecclesiology that accounts for the establishment of the Eucharistic assembly,
which really is any local Church, and a universal ecclesiology that accounts for the
relationship amongst different Eucharistic assemblies. Read in context, Afanasiev’s
universal ecclesiology could be seen as a variant appellation for communion
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ecclesiology.51 John Meyendorff and John Zizioulas prefer the latter terminology. Their
ecclesiological visions are in part a critique of Afanasiev’s Eucharistic ecclesiology, even
though Meyendorff and Zizioulas strongly disagree on many other matters. Despite the
polemics against one another, these three Orthodox theologians end up with the same
subtle bifurcation of Eucharistic ecclesiology and communion ecclesiology. At best, these
two are presented more in terms of a juxtaposition, wherein communion or universal
ecclesiology is more or less an afterthought in response to tensions raised by an
imbalanced Eucharistic ecclesiology.
Afanasiev stresses the Eucharistic self-perception of the early Church and builds
an ecclesiology that is entirely centered around the Eucharistic assembly, gathered around
the altar of the bishop. Accordingly, he argues that “the unity of the local Church itself is
manifest in its one Eucharistic assembly. The Church is one since it has one Eucharistic
assembly in which God’s priestly people are gathered. Since Christ yesterday, today, and
forever is one and the same... in both space and time the Eucharistic assembly remains
one and the same.”52 In a word, for Afanasiev, the Church comes to be only through the
Eucharist, wherein the Holy Spirit gathers into the One Body of Christ all the believers.
In Wooden’s reading, Afanasiev in The Lord’s Supper articulates three aspects of a
Eucharistic assembly: “(1) It is an assembly of all, an assembly of the Church and not of
a selected few. (2) The Eucharistic assembly is gathered for the service of God
manifested in concelebration of all baptized with the presider. (3) The Eucharistic
51
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assembly is always an assembly gathered around a bishop’s altar.”53 These articulations
of Afanasiev justify Wooden’s claim that Afanasiev was primarily concerned with the
“local Church” as an expression of the ‘Eucharistic assembly’, and not so much about the
relationship of the local Church and the universal Church. While this may seem basically
true, it however does not completely exonerate Afanasiev (as Wooden tries to do) from
the criticism that he overemphasized the local Church (Eucharistic assembly) over the
universal Church. Wooden claims that Afanasiev begins with the liturgical lives of local
assemblies and extends into the relationships between various Churches.54 How does
Afanasiev accomplish this movement from the Eucharistic assembly (of the local
Church) to the universal Church? It seems the closest he comes to answering this
question is summed up in the following quote,
Empirically, the unity and fullness of the Church of God are
expressed through the multiplicity of the local Churches, each of
which manifests not a part of but the fullness of the Church of God.
For this reason, the multiplicity of the local Churches, in empirical
reality, guards the unity and fullness of the Church, that is, its
catholicity. The unity of the local Church itself is manifest in its one
Eucharistic assembly. The Church is one since it has one Eucharistic
assembly in which God’s priestly people are gathered. Since Christ
yesterday, today, and forever is one and the same... in both space
and time the Eucharistic assembly remains one and the same.55
Notice here that while emphasizing the oneness and unity achieved in and through the
Eucharistic assembly, Afanasiev still does not show clearly how the local Eucharistic
community is in ‘communion’ with the universal Church. He simply states that it happens
but does not say how. Furthermore, there is more of an aggregate unity emerging here
than an integral one. While Wooden claims that Afanasiev’s Eucharistic ecclesiology and
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universal ecclesiology are developed as two visions of the same Church and not so much
as a way of showing the relationship between the local Church and the universal
Church,56 I argue that the manner in which these two – Eucharistic and universal
ecclesiologies – are developed, even Wooden’s reading of Afanasiev gives the
impression that universal ecclesiology and Eucharistic ecclesiology are two separate
realities or that they lack internal unity. This bifurcation is glaring in the following
assertion:
Afanasiev stressed that the principal difference between the two
ecclesiologies is not in the priority of either universal or local Church,
but it is in the principle of unity of the local Churches. Universal
ecclesiology insists that the fullness and unity of the One Church is
manifested in the multitude of local Churches and is guaranteed by the
single episcopacy that is extrinsic to the local Churches themselves.
Eucharistic ecclesiology insists that the fullness of the One Church is
manifested in each local Church, no matter how small and remote it is,
and is intrinsically guaranteed by the oneness of Christ that is
manifested in each Eucharistic assembly.57
Wooden, commenting further, notes that for Afanasiev, universal ecclesiology – despite
its dominance through most of the history of the Church and no matter how “legitimate,
correct, and perhaps inescapable in the conditions of our life” it may look – was neither
the only nor the most original way of perceiving the Church’s internal unity.58 What is
obvious here is that according to Wooden’s reading of Afanasiev, there is no continuity
between Eucharistic ecclesiology and universal (communion) ecclesiology, in the same
way as there is no continuity between the local and the universal Church. They both fail
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to see or to stress how the Eucharist guarantees both the Church’s diversity (in local
assemblies) and unity (communion of the universal Church) at one and the same time.
Ratzinger offers a contrary reading of the situation, which I see as a corrective to
this view. For Ratzinger, Eucharistic ecclesiology coincides with universal (or
communion) ecclesiology in a way that makes possible the mutual interdependent
relationship between the local and the universal Church. This interdependence explains
both the internal and external unity of the Church and also makes room for the primacy of
the universal Church over the local Church. Furthermore, contrary to Afanasiev’s claim
that “Universal ecclesiology insists that the fullness and unity of the One Church is
manifested in the multitude of local Churches and is guaranteed by the single episcopacy
that is extrinsic to the local Churches themselves,”59 in Ratzinger’s ecclesiology the
universality of the Church is grounded still in the Eucharist in which the episcopacy of
each local Church is intrinsically (not extrinsically) united to and with the episcopacy of
other local Churches via collegiality and apostolicity.
As Ratzinger notes, “the local community realizes itself as the Church in the
religious assembly, that is, above all in the celebration of the Eucharist. Consequently,
Christian brotherhood demands concretely the brotherhood of individual parish
community.”60 This is so because the Eucharist is the locus, above all else, of
“concorporatio cum Christo – the Christian’s becoming one in the one body of the
Lord.”61 He further notes that “The Church is Eucharistic fellowship… The Church is, so
to speak, a network of Eucharistic fellowships, and she is united, ever and again, through
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the one body we all receive.”62 Yet, overcoming the localism or congregationalism with
which Afanasiev is charged, Ratzinger affirms that an essential component of the
Eucharist is the Bishop, successor of the Apostles, who is par excellence the presider of
every Eucharistic celebration at the local community gathering. At the same time, as a
successor of the apostles, he is the representative of the universal Church.63 Therefore,
“by apostolicity, through the bishop, the local community is opened up to universality,
such that the two dimensions of communio – the vertical and the horizontal – remain
undivided.”64 At last, in Ratzinger, the Eucharist is the very principle by which
‘communion’ of local Churches and the interdependent relationship between the local
and the universal Church are experienced and explained.
Despite the above criticism, Afanasiev’s twofold ecclesiology lays claim to a
twofold Patristic heritage. He claims to borrow his universal ecclesiology from St.
Cyprian, according to whom each local Church is a member of the Body of Christ and the
universal Church an aggregate of local Churches.65 On the other hand, Afanasiev traces
his Eucharistic ecclesiology to St. Ignatius of Antioch’s teaching that wherever Christ is
present, there is the fullness of the Church, and since Christ is present in the Eucharistic
celebration, then, in the Eucharistic assembly is found the fullness of the Church.66
Interestingly, Meyendorff (student of Afanasiev) criticizes Afanasiev’s Eucharistic
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ecclesiology as one-sided,67 as a form of ‘Eucharistic extremism’, and that it is open to
the danger of identifying the Church with the Eucharistic presence. As a corrective,
Meyendorff insists on the condition of ‘faithfulness to the Truth as Tradition,’ which
authenticates and makes the Eucharist possible.68
Zizioulas on his part basically restates Afanasiev’s claim regarding the local
Eucharistic assembly, in the following words, “the Eucharistic assembly … is always a
community of some [geographical] place.”69 This is no different too from Ratzinger’s
insistence on the concrete realization of ‘Christian brotherhood’ in a parochial
Eucharistic community.70 However, Zizioulas criticizes both Afanasiev and Meyendorff
for holding the primacy of the local Church over the universal Church. Critiquing
Afanasiev, he writes,
Ever since Afanasiev... it is often too easily assumed that Eucharistic
ecclesiology leads to the priority of the local Church over the universal,
to a kind of ‘Congregationalism’… Afanasiev was wrong in drawing
such conclusions, because the nature of the Eucharist points not in the
direction of the priority of the local Church but in that of the
simultaneity of both local and universal.71
In discussing the simultaneity of the local and universal Church,72 Zizioulas further
criticizes both Ratzinger and Karl Rahner for asserting the primacy of the universal
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Church over the local Church.73 This criticism, I posit, fails to take into account
Ratzinger’s vision (and a generally held Catholic perspective) of the interdependent
nature of the universal and local Church that could be stated thus: “As the universal
Church consists in and from local Churches, so each local Church exists in and from the
one Church of Jesus Christ. The unity of the universal Church is a unity in communion. It
excludes all egocentrism and national independence in the local Churches. The local
Churches and the universal Church mutually include each other.”74
While postulating the simultaneity of the local and universal Church and at the
same time refusing to affirm the primacy of either the universal or local Church – a
stance which fails to take into account the ontological ground of the Church as such –
Zizioulas tries to forge a new ecclesiology, that is, a communion ecclesiology that is not
so much a part or a consequence of Eucharistic ecclesiology, but a sort of ‘additive’
aimed at resolving the puzzle of the relationship between the local and the universal
Church. Zizioulas seems to be motivated here by the desire to avoid the charge of
localism or congregationalism which he and Meyendorff raise against Afanasiev. He sees
as a limitation of the Eucharistic model of the Church the fact that it tends to advocate for
a self-sufficient local Church. To overcome this limitation, he “resorts to the ecclesiology
of communion. In this approach, for a local Church to become catholic (to have the
fullness of ecclesiality) it should be in communion with the other local Churches
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throughout the world.”75 The key element in Zizioulas’ ecclesiology of communion is the
principle of ‘the one and the many’ (a very typical Patristic concern) which directly
relates to the ‘corporate person’ of Christ – how all (the ‘many’) are united in Christ
forming one body (the ‘one’), through the Holy Spirit.76 Applying the principle of ‘one
and many’ to the Eucharist, Zizioulas argues that there is one Eucharist in the whole
universal Church (the one) which is instantiated in the local Churches (the many).77
Zizioulas, however, does not clearly account for how these many different Churches are
united as one through the Eucharist. One finds in Zizioulas the same lack of continuity
between Eucharistic ecclesiology and communion ecclesiology as one would find in
Afanasiev.
While criticizing Ratzinger’s primacy of the universal Church over the particular
Church, Zizioulas seems to desire at the same time to ‘recreate’ some sort of central
authority or primacy in the Orthodox Church like the patriarchates of the past. But then,
his model of communion ecclesiology which seems to be more of a conglomeration of
individual Churches and not a shared communion which springs from the Eucharist and
apostolicity – as in Ratzinger – militates against his very wish. For instance, as Shishkov
remarks, according to Zizioulas, “Every bishop has a right and a duty to participate in
Church councils as equal to other bishops. At the same time, a council has no power to
interfere in the domestic affairs of local Churches as its power is limited to the
communion of local Churches with one another.”78 Furthermore, none of these local
75
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Churches, in Zizioulas’ view, is the source that gives birth to other local Churches.
Therefore, in this perspective, the communion of local Churches does not require the
existence of a certain universal center.79 From a Catholic perspective, this is arguably one
of the biggest pitfalls of Zizioulas’ ecclesiology; and it is hard to see how different this
position of Zizioulas is from the congregationalism he found in Afanasiev’s theology. On
these terms of Zizioulas, there is clearly no possibility of an ‘institutional or juridical
primacy,’ which leads to a lack of universal communion and unity. Yet, in an article,
“Primacy in the Church,” Zizioulas seems to advocate for a “universal primus as not only
useful to the Church but as an ecclesiological necessity in a unified Church.”80 The
problem is compounded all the more when we realize that the sort of ecclesiology of
communion espoused by Meyendorff and Zizioulas “cannot help explain the reasons for
the establishment of metropolises, patriarchates, autocephalous Churches, confessional
Churches or to justify the historical primacy of a particular see.”81 Arguably, the principal
weakness of these Orthodox “communion ecclesiologies” is that they fail to show a direct
link between the Eucharist and communion, or between the Eucharist and the juridical
constitution of the Eucharistic assembly, -thus between validity and liceity-, at the level
of both the local Church and the universal Church.
To overcome the ecclesiological crisis resulting in schisms, Orthodox
ecclesiology must answer the following questions: to what extent is universality affirmed
– is it only affirmed Eucharistically or also juridically? Is there universality in terms of
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‘authority’ or simply autonomous Churches in conglomeration? And what could be this
central authority if there is no recourse to apostolicity and hence Petrine primacy? These
questions do not arise in Ratzinger’s koinōnia which brings together both the Eucharistic
community and the institutional dimensions of this community, rooted in apostolicity and
Petrine primacy. Therefore, for Ratzinger, universality is both Eucharistic and
institutional. Even on a practical level, Ratzingerian ecclesiology is structured against
schisms and administrative crisis.82 The rising number of modern Orthodox
autocephalous Churches (e.g., the Orthodox Church of America [OCA] and the Orthodox
Church of Ukraine [OCU] and their controversial status vis-à-vis other Orthodox
Churches is a good pointer to their ecclesiological crisis.83 Like Shishkov notes with
respect to this reality, “The bishops of the diaspora are administratively subject to the
council of the autocephalous Church, not to the bishops’ assembly of a particular region
in the diaspora.”84 This cannot make for ‘institutional universality,’ for this would require
at least a permanent conciliar or synodal institution. In fact, some Orthodox scholars like
Vladimir Solovyov long realized this, the reason why he would say that there is only a
fictional ecumenical Eastern Orthodox Church, but in truth only isolated national
Churches.85 Olivier Clement on his part criticizes what he calls an amnesia on the
primacy of Rome in Orthodox theology (especially in Russia).86 What is clear is that

82

This in no way means there can never be schisms or administrative crisis if Ratzinger’s model of
ecclesiology is adopted. It rather means that the model strives to eliminate these as much as possible.
83
The OCA is only recognized by Moscow, the OCU is recognized by some Churches but not by
Moscow. Cf. Synod of Bishops of the Orthodox Church in America, “Archpastoral Letter on Ukraine”
(January 28, 2019). Online at: https://www.oca.org/holy-synod/statements/holy-synod/archpastoral-letteron-ukraine.
84
Andrey Shishkov, “Metropolitan John Zizioulas on Primacy in the Church,” 212.
85
See Vladimir S. Solovyov, Russia and the Universal Church, trans. Herbert Rees (London: Geoffrey
Bles, Centenary Press, 1948), esp. pp. 65-67.
86
See Peter Clement, You are Peter: An Orthodox Theologian’s Reflection on the Exercise of Papal
Primacy, trans. M.S. Laird (New York: New City Press, c2003).

27

Orthodox ecclesiology for the most part overly stresses a Eucharistic ecclesiology almost
to the neglect of the question of liceity of the Eucharistic celebration itself. For instance,
the question is hardly asked, nor could it be answered if asked, whether or not every
autocephalous Church licitly (not just validly) celebrates the Eucharist. Another
important question is, “What is the guiding principle of ‘forming’ an autocephalous
Church; and how could universal communion be preserved through such a practice?”
Meyendorff seems to have hinted at liceity when he talked of “faithfulness to the Truth as
Tradition” as a precondition for celebrating the Eucharist,87 but that is the closest he
comes.
The uniqueness and strength of Ratzinger’s ecclesiology is all the more apparent
when one considers the difficulties that beset the various Orthodox Churches. In
Ratzinger, we find a well-thought-out synthesis of, and continuity between Eucharist and
communion, universality and particularity, fellowship and institution, validity and liceity.
Such uniqueness lies in his biblical and patristic retrieval of koinōnia, in a way that shows
the co-penetrating nature of Eucharist and communion. Let us consider this in greater
detail.
1.3.3. Centrality of koinōnia: Meaning and Implications in Ratzinger’s Ecclesiology
Ratzinger offers an extensive treatment of koinōnia in the paper, “Communion:
Eucharist – Fellowship – Mission.”88 He himself characterizes koinōnia as “the key to our
subject.”89
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Starting from Acts 2:42, Ratzinger discerns a threefold Lucan ecclesiology:
pneumatological ecclesiology – it is the Spirit who makes the Church; dynamic
ecclesiology of salvation history, wherein catholicity is understood and preserved; and
liturgical ecclesiology – the assembly receives the Holy Spirit in the act of praying.90 The
central aspect of Ratzinger’s ecclesiology is based on Acts 2:42, and the Lucan
Pentecostal ecclesiology is koinōnia (κοινωνία), rendered in the Vulgate as
communicatio. ‘Koinōnia’ means ‘Eucharist’ and ‘fellowship or congregation’. In
koinōnia, therefore, both Eucharist and congregation, communion as sacrament and
communion as a social or institutional entity are inseparably linked.91 It amounts to
Ratzinger saying that “the Church is Eucharist.”92 For Ratzinger, “The Eucharist effects
our participation in the Paschal Mystery and thus constitutes the Church, the body of
Christ… The Eucharist is necessary in exactly the sense that the Church is necessary, and
vice versa. It is in this sense that the saying of the Lord is to be understood: ‘Unless you
eat the flesh of the Son of man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.’ (Jn 6:53).”93
Here, the necessity of the visible institution of the Church is highlighted alongside the
necessity of the mystery of the Eucharist from which it comes into existence. (So, again,
the juridical and the sacramental dimension are brought together). This is likewise
because the visible institutional body called Church is a ‘sacrament’ of the Body of the
Risen One into which all are being built.94
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Still from Ratzinger’s analysis of Acts 2:42 there stands out another aspect of
koinōnia besides Eucharistic fellowship, that is, ‘fellowship of teaching’ or in other
words ‘fidelity to the teachings of the apostles’. It is around these that tradition hinges.95
Again, we see here an important criticism which Ratzinger’s ecclesiology brings to bear
on the Orthodox reality of autocephaly. For Ratzinger, the ‘fidelity to the apostles’ and
‘presence of the apostles’ is primarily indicated and guaranteed in the life of the Church
through ‘apostolic succession,’ outside of which ‘congregation’ becomes empty, and a
mere romantic gesture or a demand for security within a small group that nonetheless
lacks real content.96 The bishop (presider par excellence over each ‘local Eucharistic
assembly’) through his succession to the collective body of apostles is always a
representative of the universal Church in communion with other bishops – college of
bishops. By such apostolicity, through the bishop, the local community is opened up to
universality, such that the two dimensions of communio – the local Church and the
universal Church – remain undivided.97
When in Gal 1:13 – 2:14 Paul talks of the “right hand of fellowship” (verse 9)
given to him and Barnabas by the pillars and leaders of the Christian community – Peter,
James, and John – there is signaled here not just a symbol of inclusion of Paul and
Barnabas in the koinōnias (in the Vulgate, societas) of the leaders of the Church through
its pillars, but also a symbol of continuity in the tradition and ecclesial form.98 This a
glaring example of how each Eucharistic community must look beyond itself to its
relationship with the others. Paul, despite his repeated claims of a direct missionary
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mandate from Christ could not overlook the importance of such koinōnia. This further
justifies Ratzinger’s motif of the retrieval of koinōnia.
1.3.3.1. Profane Meaning of Koinōnia Reshaped in Luke
Ratzinger begins here with Luke 5:1-11 – the call of first disciples after they had
had a fruitless night of fishing. In this passage, James and John are described as koinōnoi
of Simon (Lk 5:10), that is, partners or associates, or business partners. Here, the
meaning of the word is wholly profane: there is nothing theological about koinōnoi as
yet. There is then an allegorical twist in the passage when Christ calls them and tells
Peter that he will become a ‘catcher of men’. From thence, the partnership (koinōnia) of
James and John with Peter becomes a new kind of partnership, a new communion.99 By
extension, especially if read with the post-Resurrection appearance of Jesus to Peter
commissioning him as head of the Church (Jn 20:15-19 – “feed my sheep”), all
Christians are such new partners (koinōnoi) in the little ship of Peter, catching not fish
but men. This explains why Ratzinger adopts the very popular image of the Church as the
‘Barque of Peter’.
The foregoing considerations would be particularly relevant when we consider the
natural familial bonds of partnership or solidarity (koinōnia) in the African family, which
must be transcended in the articulation of any African family ecclesiology. This
‘transcendence’ is particularly achieved only in Christ, hence the major theme I shall be
evoking here is the ‘Christification of solidarity’.
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1.3.3.2. Christological Transformation of the Jewish Meaning of Koinōnia
The Hebrew word chaburah100 corresponds to the Greek koinōnia. It denotes a
business partnership, or cooperative.101 The group of Pharisees called themselves
chaburah, likewise the group of Rabbis. Also, the group of people assembled for the
Jewish Passover (at least ten) called themselves chaburah.102 It makes sense, therefore, as
Ratzinger argues, that this word chaburah should be applicable to the Church, for she is
“the company of Christ’s Pascha, the family in which his eternal longing to eat the
Pascha with us (see Lk 22:15) is fulfilled.”103 It might have been an indeliberate usage by
Ratzinger of family as a synonym for chaburah or koinōnia in the above cited passage –
implicitly defining Christ’s disciples as ‘Christ’s family’ – nevertheless, this usage offers
a valuable connection through which to understand African family ecclesiology in terms
of the biblical usage of koinōnia, as we shall see subsequently.
In Christ’s Pasch he offers himself as sacrifice and meal so that we may become a
part in him, a new community (koinōnias). This is something very unique, for although in
the Old Testament both sacrifice and sacrificial meal were used to establish a community
between God and his people, yet the word chaburah – communion – is never used to
designate the relationship between God and man, but only the relationship between men.
This is so because in the Old Testament God, even in the covenant (berith) relationship
with this people, remained fully transcendent. Therefore, Ratzinger concludes that “the
Old Testament knows nothing of any ‘communion’ (chaburah, κοινωνία) between God
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and man; the New Testament is this communion, in and through the person of Christ.”104
It is here that there shines forth the deepest Eucharistic meaning of the word koinōnia.
1.3.3.3. From the Hellenistic Roots of Koinōnia to the New Testament Usage
While the Old Testament affirms God’s transcendence and unity in opposition to
pagan polytheism, thus allowing for no possible communion between God and men,
Greek philosophical thought developed in the opposite direction. For instance, Ratzinger
cites Plato’s Symposium which talks of a reciprocal communion between gods and men
(ή περί θεούς кαί άνπρώπους κοινωνία).105 In this context, communion with the gods is
seen as resulting in communion among men. Ratzinger sees in Plato a presentiment of the
Eucharistic mystery, when Plato says the purpose and ultimate intention of all sacrifice
(of worship as such) is such communion of men and God, men and men; and that
“worship is entirely concerned with the wholeness and healing of love.”106 This
obviously points toward the New Testament characterization of the Church as
communion, “not merely communion of men with one another, but, by the medium of the
death and Resurrection of Jesus, communion with Christ, the Son who became man, and
thus communion with the eternal triune love of God.”107 Ratzinger makes a very
important observation here, that this New Testament characterization of koinōnia is not
simply the product of a new synthesis of thought but the product of a new reality – death
and resurrection of Christ – which was not previously there.108 One finds here the core of
the Christological underpinning of Ratzinger’s Eucharistic ecclesiology of communion:
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Christ, together with his Spirit, is the principle of koinōnia, and the Eucharist is both the
locus and medium par excellence in and through which koinōnia happens. That is why
Ratzinger insists that the Christian ‘community’ cannot be accounted for simply in a
sociological way. Rather, its relation to the Lord is its origin, and it depends on him for
existence. In other words, the Church is a relationship set up by the love of Christ, which
in its turn founds a new relationship of men with one another – vertical communion first,
then, horizontal communion.109 It is understandable then that for Ratzinger, koinōnia
refers both to the Eucharist and community (communion) – in its Christological,
sacramental, and existential levels.110 This designates community not simply as
fellowship around the Eucharistic table, but also as a juridical institution that is both local
and universal, with its source and summit in the Eucharist.111
As hinted above, the Holy Spirit is a co-principle of koinōnia with Christ, whose
Spirit he is. It is to this subject that we now turn.
1.3.4. Holy Spirit as Communio
From an exegetical analysis of the title ‘Holy Spirit’ which is common to all
persons of the Trinity,112 Augustine discerns the unique characteristic of the Holy Spirit
as the third person of the Trinity. If he is neither Father (being as giving or begetting) nor
Son (being as receiving or begotten), yet he is ‘holy’ and ‘spirit’ – that common to both
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Father and Son – then, his unique identity is paradoxically “that of being shared in
common.” This amounts to his nature as being the communion of the Father and of the
Son. Flowing from this, therefore, is the Spirit’s peculiar quality to be unity.113 There is
likewise echoed here something of Aquinas’ claim that all relations in the Trinity are
relations of opposition. In Ratzinger’s reading of Augustine, Spirit thus understood as
communio opens up Pneumatology in the direction of Ecclesiology and vice versa, such
that being a Christian means becoming ‘communion’, thus entering into the mode of
existence of the Holy Spirit; and this is effected only through the same Spirit who is
himself the ‘principle’ of communication and unity. For the Spirit’s proprium is to be
communion, to find the highest degree of personal identity in being fully the movement
toward unity.114
From an analysis of John 4:7-16, Romans 5:5, Augustine argues from ‘God is
love’ to ‘Spirit is love’ such that “God shares himself as love in the Holy Spirit.”115 As
such the Spirit’s presence is discerned by the presence of love. A conclusion that is
evident from this is that the fundamental activity of the Holy Spirit is the love that unites
and draws into abiding unity, without at the same time collapsing the difference of the
individual hypostases.116 Yet another description of the Holy Spirit for Augustine, which
ties pneumatology most conspicuously with Christology, is the ‘Spirit as gift’. He arrives
at this characterization from an analysis of John 4:7-14 – the story of the Samaritan
woman at the well, to whom Christ said, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is who
is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him and he would have given
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you living water.” Conjoined to John 7:37-39 (“He who believes, out of his heart shall
flow rivers of living water… This he said about the Spirit, which those who believed in
him were to receive”), and 1 Cor 12:13 (“We…all were made to drink the one Spirit”),
Augustine argues for the Spirit as ‘gift’, the living water that makes us fruitful and
quenches the infinite thirst of men. This ‘gift’ (living water) wells forth from the spring
of living water, the crucified Christ. This warrants the conclusion shared by both
Augustine and Ratzinger, that “the source of the Spirit is the crucified Christ.”117
The connection between the Spirit and Christ takes on an even clearer
ecclesiological dimension, in Ratzinger’s reading, when the Bishop of Hippo analyses
Eph 4:7ff (“To each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it…When he
ascended, he took many captives and gave gifts to his people…”) in conjunction with
Psalm 68(67):18. Now, the “gifts” are the gifts of the Holy Spirit in which, ultimately, the
Spirit himself is given and these gifts are properly speaking the gifts of the victorious
Christ, fruits of his victory, of his ascension to the Father, as he takes ‘captivity’ (= the
devil) captive.118 This resonates with the scriptural text: “Up to that time the Spirit had
not been given, since Jesus had not yet been glorified.” (Jn 7:39). These many gifts,
which are indeed one gift in many forms, that is, the Holy Spirit, who is himself the gift
of Christ, have as a single purpose the ‘building up of the body of Christ’ – the Church –
of which Christ is himself the head.119 Therefore, Christ and the Spirit are so inseparable
that one cannot be properly understood without the other.120
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In the Spirit as love, gift, and communion, who draws into abiding unity, the
theology of the Trinity becomes a standard for ecclesiology. While appropriating
Augustine’s analysis, Ratzinger cautions that the connection between love and Church, if
understood incorrectly, could pose the risk of identifying Church (institution) and Spirit.
Ratzinger’s later development of a Eucharistic ecclesiology is possibly a corrective to
this, that is, emphasizing the mutually corrective role of Christology and Pneumatology
1.4. Ecumenical and Soteriological Implications of Ratzinger’s Ecclesiology
1.4.1. Formulating a Defense for the Charge Against Ratzinger
Some authors like Diarmaid MacCulloch have argued that Ratzinger, as a Pope
and theologian, stifled the implementation of the Second Vatican Council.121 In 1999,
Walter Kasper critiqued Ratzinger’s view on communion ecclesiology as articulated in
the CDF document, Communionis Notio. Kasper contended that the latter had reversed
the teaching of Vatican II on the universal Church existing ‘in and from’ the local
churches and that it was implicitly a renunciation of Vatican II’s communion
ecclesiology.122 We shall return to this later. In general, synodality, ecumenism, interreligious dialogue, the relationship between the universal and particular Church, and
Christo-centrism are the areas in which Ratzinger is often critiqued. For instance, Roger
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Haight claims that Christ is the dividing factor whereas the Holy Spirit is the inclusive
principle in matters of religion,123 and by extension, in matters of ecclesiology.
Contrary to these criticism, Emery De Gaál presents a vivid picture of Ratzinger,
as one of the greatest theologians since the second half of the twentieth century.124 He
demonstrates the Christocentric thrust of Ratzinger’s theology built around his claim of
the “utter uniqueness of Jesus”125 as the prism through which to understand and access
the world, the Church, and ultimately God and salvation. According to Emery De Gaál,
the overall goal of Ratzinger (later Pope Benedict XVI) was to “proclaim the gospel
message to the contemporary world, promote ecumenical efforts to bring about Christian
unity, foster peaceful dialogue among the world religions, advocate for the defense of
human rights, and work for peace in the world.”126
Even in the current context of so-called awakening of consciousness regarding
synodality with the papacy of Pope Francis, Ratzinger’s communion ecclesiology,
especially as developed against a reductionist Eucharistic ecclesiology, is of great
relevance. Ratzinger reminds us of the need to guard against the danger of sectarianism
or what Solovyov would call isolated national Churches. The Church is built on an inner
unity that goes beyond a mere amalgamation of isolated national or local Churches: “The
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one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church is not the result of adding together individual
Churches that already exist and might unite in some kind of federation; rather… the one
Church is ontologically and temporally prior to the individual Churches.”127 As we would
see eventually, the African worldview of the family offers us a veritable paradigm of
conceptualizing the primacy of the universal Church over the individual local Churches,
through the inner unity of the African family, clan, and kinship which makes the family
or the community not simply an amalgamated total of the individual members. There is
an ontological ground of unity that precedes plurality.
1.4.2. Ratzinger’s Ecumenical Impulse
Ratzinger offers an extensive consideration of the subject of ecumenism in terms
of principles and paradigms in the chapter, “On the Ecumenical Situation” of the book
Pilgrim Fellowship of Faith.128 The dividing aspects of Christendom are here identified
as faith, doctrine, and the discipline of the sacraments. For Ratzinger, therefore, the first
task of ecumenism is to distinguish between divisions that have human causes from
others that are more purely doctrinal.129 Taking ecumenism seriously means rejecting the
prevalent paradigms of ecumenism, viz., ‘Consensus Ecumenism’, which tends to
imagine that unity would be achieved by simply dialoguing and compromising credal
formulae as though truth depended on majority vote;130 and ‘Action Ecumenism’, which
reverses the order of action (praxis) and truth (logos) such that action becomes the actual
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hermeneutic of unity and not truth.131 Ratzinger rightly rejects these approaches to
ecumenism because they end up preaching an indifference to truth in a way that collapses
the distinction between the one and only God, who has revealed himself by name, and the
nameless unknown. In fact, ‘praxis ecumenism’, Ratzinger contends, amounts to saying
that Christianity and all religions should be measured by their contribution to the justice,
peace, and conservation of creation in a way that these – justice, peace, and ecology –
and not the creed or sacraments become the heart of religion.132 Without entirely
dismissing the relevance of praxis or dialogue in ecumenism, Ratzinger insists on the
priority of truth, faith, and sacraments; the primacy of logos over ethos, truth over action;
and an appeal to a search of conscience where conversion begins. For him, the true basis
of action and the urgent subject matter of ecumenical dialogues is the rediscovery of what
the commandment of love means in practice at the present time.133 This in no way
contradicts Ratzinger’s rejection of the ‘action ecumenism’ paradigm, for the true basis
of love is truth. Belief and sacraments, and the revelation of Godself in Christ handed
down in scripture and through the Fathers are not just a ‘paradigm’: the core of our
liberation is in our encounter with Christ.134 This was well articulated in the document of
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF), Dominus Iesus, published with
Ratzinger as its prefect.135
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Ratzinger likewise observes that “for a little while we were confusing theology
with politics, confusing dialogues about belief with diplomacy,”136 to the point of
forgetting that faith as well as unity in faith is God’s gift: “we wanted to do ourselves
what only God can do.”137 This warrants Ratzinger’s agreement with Soloviev’s
eschatological vision of this unity, not in the sense of flight from the present reality,
rather in the sense that this unity is already present yet not already perfected: “it is never
simply frozen into the state of a complete empirical fact.”138 This does not mean that
Ratzinger advocates for passivity in matters of ecumenism. Rather, like Emery De Gaál
aptly notes, he calls on “Christians of all denominations to collaborate with God and
allow God to achieve such unity under his conditions.”139
An obvious question that arises from the foregoing is how Ratzinger is able to
insist on his Christocentric worldview and the criterion of truth, and still be open to
ecumenism and inter-religious dialogue in reality. To adequately address this question let
us turn to one of Ratzinger’s very first works on ecclesiology, The Meaning of Christian
Brotherhood, wherein he addresses the question in terms of ‘vicarious representation’.
1.4.3. “Vicarious Representation” and Soteriological Considerations: Basis for the
True Universality of Brotherhood
Ratzinger insists on the centrality of Christ as the unique and only Savior and
Mediator of salvation, for all of humanity, without at the same time excluding anyone,
regardless of religion, from God’s universal saving will.140 In Ratzinger’s ecclesiology,
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the Church is a reality to which everyone belongs – some concretely and others only
spiritually; some already and others eventually or potentially.141 For Ratzinger, the
following are true: in reality there are some ‘outside’ the Christian brotherhood – either
those who are not brothers or not yet brothers, however, the demarcation between those
outside and those inside is a real one but not a ‘closed’ or ‘rigid’ one – it is always
open.142 In addition to this demarcation, another arises: those who, though baptized into
the brotherhood are no longer practicing Christians, that is, no longer sharing in the
brotherly meal (Eucharist) of Christians. These are those Paul calls pseudadelphoi
(Christians in name only).143 Ratzinger is definitely doing here a redacted interpretation
of 2 Corinthians 11:13, 26 and Galatians 2:4, wherein this term applies to a range of
persons.
That said, the distinctively Ratzingerian resolution of the tension between those
‘within’ and those ‘without’ based on the principle of vicarious representation, is
captured in the following excerpt: “The separating off of the limited Christian
brotherhood is not the creation of some esoteric circle, but is intended to serve the whole.
The Christian brotherly community does not stand against the whole, but for it. The
brotherhood of Christians fulfils its responsibility for the whole through missionary
activity, through agape, and through sacrifice.”144 This anticipates in a sense what would
later emerge as a magisterial teaching in Lumen Gentium. For instance, as McNamara
notes in his explanation of article thirteen of Lumen Gentium, “Article thirteen introduces
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and explains the Church’s catholicity or universality: the people of God is destined to
embrace all peoples and all men are called to belong to it…since common life in Christ,
the head of the entire human race, tends of its own nature to embrace the universality of
men.”145
This notwithstanding, in reality, a consequence of Christ’s mission is the creation
of a new duality amongst men – ‘the believer/the Church/the few’ versus ‘the nonbeliever/the non-Church/ the many’. But again, “the real goal of the work of Jesus refers
not to the part (the few), but to the whole – to total humanity.”146 How this happens,
Ratzinger responds, “The healing of the whole takes place, according to the will of God,
in the dialectic antithesis of the few and the many, in which the few are the starting point
from which God seeks to save the many.”147 This highlights the theme of pro-existence;
whereby, as Christ lived for the world, so too does the Church live for the world.148 In
Christ, Ratzinger locates a radical reinterpretation of Calvin and Gottschalk’s theory of
praedestinatio gemina149 to refer not to a twofold election – the damned and the redeemed
– but to a double election, whereby, “He who alone is just and thus alone is chosen, [that
is, Christ] becomes rejected, takes the fate of the rejection of all upon himself, and thus
renders all in his place – in him and through him – elected, just as he had become rejected

145

Kevin McNamara, “The People of God,” in Vatican II: The Constitution on the Church: A
Theological and Pastoral Commentary, ed. Kevin McNamara (Wimbledon, London: Geoffrey Chapman,
1968), 138.
146
Joseph Ratzinger, The Meaning of Christian Brotherhood, 75.
147
Ibid., 75.
148
Christopher Ruddy, “‘For the Many’: The Vicarious-Representative Heart of Joseph Ratzinger’s
Theology,” in Theological Studies 73, no. 3 (September 2014), 573.
149
By praedestinatio gemina Calvin and Gottschalk meant that a part of humanity was destined to be
saved and a part to be damned. This is distinguished from Augustine’s idea of predestination. Cf. Emile
Brunner, Dogmatics I: The Christian Doctrine of God, trans. Olive Wyon (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co,
1949), p. 342 (Appendix to Chapters 22 and 23).

43

in us and through us.”150 In Christ, therefore, there is set in place a system of vicarious
representation, wherein election always becomes election for others, just as Christ, the
chosen one (elected one), through a sacred exchange, became the rejected one in order
that those initially rejected (all of humanity) might become elected.151
Ratzinger transposes this notion of vicarious representation into the framework of
the relationship between the Church (laos) and the non-Church (oulaos). That is, he
describes the Church as the bearer of vicarious election, the highest mission of which is
to become vicarious rejection. Just as the individual who is chosen can never cut himself
off from those whom he thinks are not, so too can the Church never cut herself off from
those who are not ‘God’s people’. For election is always, at bottom, election for others.152
Therefore, the Church is ‘an open space, a dynamic concept.’ Despite its visibility, “the
earthly Church is but the movement of the kingdom of God into the world in the sense of
an eschatological totality. In relation to Christian brotherhood this means that however
important it is for the Church to grow into the unity of a single brotherhood, she must
always remember that she is only one of two sons, one brother beside another, and that
her mission is not to condemn the wayward brother, but to save him.”153 This puts the
Church in an open dynamic growth process, encompassing both those already visibly
contained in her as a part of that brotherhood, and those yet to be brothers. As long as she
remains within the world of history, she remains open to that eschatological hope of ‘true
universality’ which is the very driving force of her missionary activity.
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The yet-to-be-achieved ‘universality’ of the Church is expressed thus by Vatican
II: “The sociological reality of the Church and her mystery are mutually complementary;
indeed, they permeate one another, since the Church is ‘the kingdom of Christ now
present in mystery,’ which ‘grows visibly through the power of God in the world.’”154
Therefore, in the context of our discussion, the Church is truly a ‘unique
brotherhood’ of Christians which in reality ‘cuts off’ those who are not a part of this
brotherhood; but at the same time, she is a ‘universal brotherhood,’ insofar as she remains
ever open in that dynamic process of reaching out to the ‘brothers’ still outside. This
reaching out is a binding obligation she has because of her election; and this, she
accomplishes in three ways: through her missionary activity; through the practice of love
(agape); by her suffering on behalf of nonbelievers.155 It is in this sense that the Church’s
universality or catholicity is truly grasped. “In external numbers it [the Church] will
never be fully ‘catholic’ but will always remain a small flock – smaller even than
statistics suggest, statistics which lie when they call many ‘brothers’ who are in fact
merely pseudadelphoi, Christians by name only. In her suffering and love, however, she
will always stand for the ‘many’, for all. In her love and suffering she surmounts all
frontiers and is truly ‘catholic.’”156
The ‘little flock’ and ‘the few for the many’ just like ‘the barque of Peter’ or ‘the
little ship of Peter’ which we saw earlier are profound themes in Ratzinger’s
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ecclesiology. The concept of vicarious representation illumines Ratzinger’s
considerations on the salvific relationship between Christ and humanity; between the
‘few’ and the ‘many’; between the Church and the world; between the Christian and the
non-Christian.157
1.5. Conclusion
This chapter reviewed the major themes of Ratzinger’s ecclesiology. We have
demonstratively called Ratzinger’s ecclesiology a ‘Eucharistic communion ecclesiology,’
which he develops through the retrieval of koinōnia. His usage of koinōnia integrates
both the Eucharist and community, universality and particularity, the communal and the
juridical dimensions of the Church. The themes of pro-existence and vicarious
representation and their ecumenical and missionary implications, together with koinōnia
will serve as organizing principles in the dialogue between Ratzinger’s ecclesiology and
African family ecclesiology. The transformation of koinōnia offers us a model for the
transformation of ‘family solidarity’ in Christ. This task is taken up in the next chapters.
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CHAPTER TWO
AFRICAN FAMILY ECCLESIOLOGY
2.1. Introduction: Understanding the Task at Hand
Before introducing my discussion of Africa family ecclesiology, I would like to
point out what this chapter will not try to accomplish. Firstly, it does not treat of the
entirety of African ecclesiology but focuses on the family ecclesiology model, and even
at that, it makes allusions only to a few prominent authors. Secondly, it is not a
sociological study of the African understanding of family even if relevant scholarship is
consulted. Thirdly, it is not a study of the socio-economic or political implications of the
African Church’s self-description as a family. In my opinion, the latter is the approach
that many African theologians have adopted ever since the 1994 African Synod of
Bishops, when this model became popular.
Many of these scholars seem to presume the theological meaning of this model
and immediately dive into examining its implications in/for pastoral praxis. Even the title
of Orobator’s monumental work on African family ecclesiology, The Church as Family:
African Ecclesiology in Its Social Context (published in 2000) indicates this problem.
While this book is a masterpiece in its own right, like many other African theologians’, it
fails to offer an in-depth theological analysis of the Church-as-family ecclesiology.158
Bénézet Bujo and Charles Nyamiti – both writing before the 1994 Synod – had developed
a praiseworthy proto-ancestral ecclesiology and ancestral ecclesiology, respectively. In
both cases, slight variations notwithstanding, Christ is described in terms of the African
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Ancestor par excellence who constitutes a new faith community (Church) around himself
as its source and life-giver. The driving desire in these two authors is to demonstrate or
construct an African (proto)-ancestral ecclesiology that is characteristically
Christological, Trinitarian, and Eucharistic (that is, it builds on koinōnia).159 Despite the
success of their ecclesiological project, it does not directly engage the ‘Church-as-family’
model of ecclesiology; at best, this is only implied. Perhaps, this could not have been
expected of them since they were writing before the 1994 African Synod of Bishops
where this model become popular.
A significant contributor towards the theological development of the African
family ecclesiology, after the Synod, besides Emmanuel Orobator, is Aidan Msafiri. He
does an appraisal of the theological merits and demerits of the family model in his 2002
article, “The Church as a Family Model.”160 Msafiri’s article could be read as a sort of
response to the charge the Synod Fathers gave African theologians to plunge deep into
the theological import (or meaning) of family ecclesiology. In an earlier article published
in 1996 by Orobator, barely two years after the Synod, Orobator did an evaluative
overview of predominant African ecclesiological perspectives which concluded on the
note that “The potentials of this family paradigm for the African conception and
experience of the church are still to be fully plumbed by African ecclesiologists.”161 To
this, he adds the criticism, “With very limited exception, African ecclesiologists adopt a
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facile and descriptive approach. Their treatment of ecclesiological themes lacks analytical
and theological depth and weight, making their work hardly distinguishable from that of
anthropologists, sociologists and ethnologists.”162 Interestingly, though Orobator’s later
work, “The Church as Family” (2000) is clearly theological and largely distinguishable
from the work of an anthropologist, sociologist or ethnologist, he himself does quite little
in advancing the ‘theological depth and weight’ of the family model of ecclesiology, as
noted above.163
It is in this context that my thesis seeks to delve more deeply into the theological
import of the family ecclesiological model, while building on these precedents. This, I
believe, can be achieved more effectively in dialogue with Ratzinger, whose theological
speculation offers me useful insights in understanding the African notion of family. For
this general goal to be achieved, in this chapter, I am focusing on African family
ecclesiology, its development over time, while highlighting my unique areas of
contribution. Though I do not intend this chapter to be a manual for praxis on how to be
Church-as-family in some social matrix, it is nonetheless not some Platonic speculation
with no basis on the concrete situation of the African Church. Rather, it prioritizes the
theological explanation of what is meant by Church-as-family in the African context. I
believe this to be a suitable framework within which to understand and ground praxis. I
see this approach as a response to the exhortation of the Synod Fathers, calling on
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theologians in Africa to “work out the theology of the Church as Family with all the
riches contained in this concept, showing its complementarity with other images of the
Church.”164 The approach of this chapter builds on the distinction between missiology
and ecclesiology, without separating the two.165
This chapter begins by examining the biblical and patristic foundations of the
family model of ecclesiology, a method which Orobator aptly describes as ‘historical
retrieval’.166 It then offers a sociological study of the African family, its values, and
characteristics. Finally, it points in the direction of how this self-understanding of the
African family can be appropriated in understanding the Church as family. This chapter
focuses on a number of themes such as community and solidary, the role of the firstborn
son, and the extended family. In chapter three, these themes will become the organizing
principles of the dialogue with Ratzinger.
2.2. Biblical, Patristic, and Magisterial Precedents for Family Ecclesiology
The family model of ecclesiology is certainly not a ‘creation’ of the African
church nor its theologians. As Orobator mentions, African theologians take the image of
Church-as-family as a given but are more concerned as to whether it appeals to African
sensibilities.167
Firstly, there are many places in scripture that would support such a model – some
more obviously than others. The Old Testament employs familial images to characterize
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God’s relationship with the chosen people of Israel. The passage often referenced by
theologians is Numbers 1:1-54, where we can find the detail genealogies of the various
families of the sons of Israel. The popular argument here, Orobator notes, is that “from
the different families of Israel, God constituted the people (or family) of God…a family
of families.”168 B J. Andrew Dearman, Old Testament Professor at Austin Presbyterian
Theological Seminary, further elaborates on the notion of family in the Old Testament.169
According to Dearman the Hebrew term closest to ‘family’ is bêt ’ãb, literally rendered
as ‘father’s house,’ reflecting a male-headed, multigenerational household as the basic
kinship unit in ancient Israel.170 For him, the people’s familial relationship with God is a
central metaphor in the thought pattern of ancient Israel. Moses for instance is asked to
tell Pharaoh that Israel is God’s ‘first-born son’ (Exodus 4:22). Hosea likewise presents
Israel as God’s wayward son who will be reconciled to his anguished parent (Hosea 11:19). Related to the familial metaphor is that of God’s marriage to Israel (and Judah), which
is the reason why the rupture in the relationship between God and the people is
personified as promiscuity, adultery, or harlotry; and God’s judgment upon them is like
that of divorce.171 Through an analysis of these and similar passages, Dearman concludes
on the note that “the Old Testament presents the family as a metaphor for God’s
relationship with Israel and a vehicle of grace for human beings.”172 The relevance and
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implication of this family metaphor is aptly addressed by Dearman in the following
quote, “Language has the power to shape and interpret reality, so insisting that the
family-marriage metaphor is ‘only a metaphor’ is naive and does not deal adequately
with its formative influence.”173 The truth of this is even more apparent in the New
Testament usage of this metaphor.
In the New Testament, there is the idea of transcending the borders of ethnicity
and nationality to call all of humanity into the ‘one family’ of God in and through Christ
Jesus, who is the uniting bridge who has broken down the walls of enmity that separated
the brethren. (Ephesians 2:1-12). St. Paul speaks of the effect of Christ’s cross precisely
in these terms: “Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and strangers, but fellow
citizens with God’s people and also members of his household, built on the foundation of
the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone.” (Ephesians
2: 21-22). In the entire passage (Ephesians 2:1-22), ‘household’ or ‘family of God’ is
linked directly to other images like ‘temple of God’ and ‘Body of Christ’ as depictions of
the ‘new Israel’ (‘new family of God’). In a later passage, wherein St. Paul instructs the
Christian household, he draws on this metaphor of family and applies it to God and the
people. He asks wives to be submissive to their husbands as they would to Christ, and
husbands to love their wives as Christ loves the Church – “for we are members of his
body.” He even ends on the note that “This is a profound mystery – but I am talking
about Christ and the Church.”174 Recall at this point Ratzinger’s usage of family as a
synonym for chaburah or koinōnia, in his exegesis of Luke 22:15.175 In fact, this makes
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sense should we consider that the fact that in Greek the word closest in meaning to family
or household is oikos (or oikia).176 Coterminous with the linking of koinōnia and family
is that family must transcend its natural bonds of descent and community to seek true
communion in Christ, who is at the center of the ‘new family’ that is constituted not by
physical descent but by spiritual regeneration. Orobator talks similarly of “a spiritual
family of disciples uncluttered by blood ties (Mark 3:31-35; Luke 9:59-62).”177 New
Testament passages describe this ‘new community of disciples’ in terms such as ‘house,’
‘household of God,’ and ‘family of God’.178 Of course, Baptism in Christ, through the
power of the Holy Spirit was/is the entry point into this New Testament family of God.
For instance, St. Paul writes, “For we were all baptized by one Spirit so as to form one
body – whether Jews or Gentiles, slave or free – and we were all given the one Spirit to
drink.”179 Evidently, the idea of equality, freedom, and a shared dignity are characteristic
of this Pauline description of the ‘family’ or ‘body’ of Christ. An even more decisive text
which stresses the soteriological implication of ‘being baptized into Christ’ is John 3:5,
which has Jesus saying: “Very truly I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God
unless they are born of water and the Spirit.” This passage likewise highlights the
eschatological nature of ‘Christ’s new family’ and defines it in terms of the kingdom of
God.
There is hardly any developed treatise by the Church Fathers on the Church as
family. However, there is an implied cursory allusion in John Chrysostom’s Homily XX,
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On Ephesians (5:22-24) where he analyses the relation of husband and wife in terms of
Christ’s relationship to/with his Church.180 At the Second Vatican Council there is only a
brief mention of this model in the document on the Church, Lumen Gentium. In the sixth
paragraph we read, “This edifice has many names to describe it: the house of God in
which dwells his family.”181 Also, paragraph 11 characterizes the family as the domestic
church.182 The later would later be stressed further in Familiaris Consortio in a way that
designates the family as a Church in miniature – ecclesia domestica (domestic church).183
Despite these precedents , I agree with Dominique Nothomb that these documents
simply mention the idea of Church-as-family but fail to develop this further like they do
other images of the church.184 In his own words, “On peut donc dire que dans
l’enseignement officiel de l’Église universelle, après Vatican II, ce concept est
pratiquement tombé dans l’oubli et est resté absent de la réflexion théologique”185 In
other words, this teaching was eclipsed by other images of the Church such as Body of
Christ, Temple of God, People of God, etc.
It was the 1994 African Synod of Bishops that specifically defined and began an
elaboration of the model of Church-as-family. For instance, the Post-synodal Exhortation
states,

180
This homily can be accessed online at,
http://www.familiam.org/pcpf/s2magazine/css/0/TESTI%20PATRISTICI/TESTI%20PATRISTICI%20EN
G/10_ENG_Saint_John_Chrysostom_Homily_XX_On_Ephesians.pdf.
181
Lumen Gentium, no. 6.
182
Cf. Ibid., no. 11.
183
Cf. John Paul II, Apostolic Exhortation Familiaris Consortio: On the Role of the Christian Family in
the Modern World (Nairobi, East African Graphics, 1987), no. 49.
184
Cf. Dominique Nothomb, “L'Église-famille: Concept-clé du Synode des Évêques pour l’Afrique. Une
Réflexion Théologique et Pastorale,” in Nouvelle Revue Theologique, vol. 117 (1995), 45-46. Orobator
agrees with this in his “The Church as Family,” 145.
185
Dominique Nothomb, “L'Église-famille: Concept-clé du Synode des Évêques pour l’Afrique. Une
Réflexion Théologique et Pastorale,” in Nouvelle Revue Theologique, vol. 117 (1995), 45-46.

54

In African culture and tradition the role of the family is everywhere
held to be fundamental… African cultures have an acute sense of
solidarity and community life… It is my ardent hope and prayer that
Africa will always preserve this priceless cultural heritage and never
succumb to the temptation to individualism, which is so alien to its best
traditions.186
The preparatory phase of the Synod began as early as January 7-9, 1989, immediately
after the Synod was announced by John Paul II at his Angelus address on the feast of the
Epiphany, January 6, 1989.187 The Synod’s Instrumentum Laboris (Working Document),
from hindsight, could well be considered the Synod’s ‘ecclesiological compass’. It stirs
the reader in the direction of the fundamental aspiration of the Synod, that is, appreciating
the “the church as communion by utilizing to good advantage the African’s
understanding of the family especially as regards the values of family unity and
solidarity.”188 Here we already begin to see how the notion of family can be used to
express the Vatican II theme of ‘communion’.
2.3. Church as Family: From the African Synod of Bishops to Present
2.3.1. At the Threshold of the Synod
As should be expected, the African Synod did not take place in a theological
vacuum in Africa. Prior to the synod, especially during its preparatory phase, there were a
constellation of diverse theological opinions and ecclesiologies amongst the African
theologians, some of which are reflected in the proceedings and final message of the
synod. A handy summary and collection of these theological opinions are presented in
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J.N.K. Mugambi and Laurenti Magesa’s (editors), The Church in African Christianity:
Innovative Essays in Ecclesiology (1990). Already, in these essays the topical question is
taken up, “How can the Church be truly African and truly Christian?” A few sample
essays would put this concern in perspective.
In his essay, “Church as Christ’s Ancestral Mediation,” Nyamiti uses the ancestral
symbol to describe Christ as the proto-ancestor, the ancestral mediator, and the Church as
the instrument of his mediation.189 Consequently, he describes the Church as an ancestral
koinōnia that unites both the earthly realm and ‘other-worldly’ realm, otherwise referred
to by him as the communion of saints.190 As already noted at the introduction, Nyamiti is
in much agreement with Bujo on this subject. Also, both authors agree on the fact that the
African family is incomplete in its self-description without reference to the ancestors.
For his part, Peter Kanyandago does a sociological reading of the African
situation in its politico-economic dimensions and ends on the note of finding the
appropriate ecclesiology for the African church, which works toward the building of
koinōnia, and alleviation of the suffering of the people.191 Of course, these are some of
the questions which would also preoccupy the synod Fathers. Certainly, it would have
been expecting too much of M.N. Getui in 1990 to have furthered his considerations on
“Family and Church Cooperation” into an ecclesiological model. He rather treats of these
as simply two collaborating ‘entities’ which should mutually enhance each other. He calls
on the Church to penetrate family circles and its members so as to ensure that religion be
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part and parcel of their daily life. He draws heavily upon the Vatican description of the
family as a ‘domestic Church’.192 But the big question he does not address is, “who is
Church?” Are these families not those who make up the Church? Developing a family
ecclesiology would have to wait for the Synod and beyond.
John Mary Waliggo, in his essay, “The African Clan as the True Model of the
African Church” weaves into his vision of an African ecclesiology the opinions of some
48 respondents to questionnaires on this topic amongst whom were priests, theology
students, and professional lay men and women. Both for Waliggo and his respondents,
the Church should be “a community of believers which is self-supporting, selfevangelizing and self-administering. The Church should be an African community
working as a team; it must be presented as a big family…emphasis should be put on
communion, awareness and solidarity.”193 There appears here most explicitly the desire
for a family model of ecclesiology; but that is the closest it gets. It would take the synod
to expatiate on this.
The crystalizing thrust of all these essays and opinions is community or
communion, solidarity, and unity. It is on such community/solidarity that a family
ecclesiology rests. In fact, the proceedings of the Synod would reveal that the Fathers
were seeking that model of Church for Africa which would enable her to live the Second
Vatican Council’s call to an ecclesiology of koinōnia. It makes sense within this
framework, therefore, to bring into dialogue such family ecclesiology with Ratzinger’s
communion ecclesiology. This dialogue has the effect of strengthening the vision of
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communion in the Church-as-family and of offering Ratzinger’s communion ecclesiology
an opportunity of concrete realization, within the Church-understood-as-family.
2.3.2. At the Synod
When it was announced that the African Synod would convene at the Vatican
beginning on April 10, 1994, the news was received with lots of disappointment for it had
been hoped that the synod would take place in Africa itself. Notwithstanding, in the
actual event of the synod there were a total of 315 participants.194 With respect to our
subject, the Synod began with the fundamental question of what church for Africa:
“Church of Africa, what must you now become so that your message may be relevant and
credible?”195 Commenting on this question, Orobator notes that from the extensive
preparatory discussions and consultations with Christians, all over Africa, and the
profound deliberations at the Synod, the Fathers of the Synod made “a fundamental
option of the Church as family.”196 Dominique Nothomb, writing barely a year after the
Synod, titled his article “L’Église-famille: Concept-clé du Synode des Évêques pour
l’Afrique.” This title is in itself quite revealing of the thrust of the Synod. The choice of
‘family’ as a model for the Church in Africa, as already insinuated above, was principally
because this model translates the privileged vision of the Church as communion into
terms understandable and relatable to the African. In fact, as the Synod’s Instrumentum
Laboris states, “Africans can be more easily enabled to experience and to live the
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mystery of the Church as communion by utilizing to good advantage the African’s
understanding of the family, especially as regards the values of family unity and
solidarity.”197 Evidently, there is at work here an implicit linkage between koinōnia and
family in the ‘mind’ of the Synod: they are being used in a near-synonymous fashion.
This linkage happens, I contend, through the close association of solidary, love, and unity
– key values in the African understanding and reality of family – with koinōnia. We
return to this shortly.
My claim about the linkage of koinōnia and family finds corroboration in
Orobator’s legitimate claim that the motivating factor in the thinking of the Synod
Fathers was that the concept of family in Africa constitutes an inexhaustible mine of
values, ideals, and symbols which can be effectively utilized to express the model of the
church-as-family. Some of these values include unity, solidarity, participation and coresponsibility, etc.198 This is precisely what I do in the next section of this thesis: mining
into the values of the African family to see how to deepen therefrom the understanding of
Church-as-family.
In Orobator’s The Church as Family is discernable a twofold broad division of
discussions on African family ecclesiology: one is “the theology of Church-as-family”
and the other is “the pastoral/social implications of Church-as-family.”199 Yet, this
distinction does not mean separation. Unfortunately, however, there seems to be an
overwhelming inclination towards the latter amongst many African ecclesiologists, even
Orobator himself. My concern here is with the former: the theology of ‘Church-as-
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family’. When he does talk about the theology of the Church-as-family, Orobator divides
the Synodal proceedings on this topic into three basic levels: doctrinal, scriptural, and
eucharistic.
At the doctrinal level, the Synod Fathers analogically characterized the Church as
a reflection of the Trinitarian Family: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Theologically this
Trinitarian Family is a mystery of unity and of communion in diversity.200 Herein, the
Father is Creator, Son Redeemer, through whom we are brought to share in the
communion and life of God, and in the African thinking, he becomes the elder brother
and ancestor of the multitude of God’s children. It is by the action of the Holy Spirit,
promise of the Son and gift of the Father that we are initiated into the universal family-ofGod.201 There is evident here an influence from Nyamiti and Bujo’s (proto)-ancestral
ecclesiology.
At the scriptural level, reference is made to the numerous biblical precedents of
the family model, some of which we alluded to already. Orobator uses the example of the
command to love (Jn 13:34, 15:12, 17), which is aimed at building up the community.
The Synod Fathers affirmed that loving is the African’s perception of family life, and that
“Church-as-family emerging from this African internalization of love of God and
neighbor is that of a Church constituted by unconditional love, and not by the walls of the
house.”202 Here invoked are the core family values of community, solidarity, and unity –
all built on love.
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Lastly, the theology of Church-as-family is situated in an African understanding
of the Eucharist. The Eucharistic meal generally implies unity, the gathering together of
all God’s children around the table of love. This makes sense to the African sensibilities
wherein the Eucharist becomes the center around which the family gathers in order to
evoke its ancestral memories.203 Prior to the Synod, this eucharistic understanding of
family was already present in the works of Bujo and Nyamiti. Bujo in particular, from his
background of the ‘superabundance of life in Africa’ considered the Eucharist as an
ancestral meal, an inexhaustible source of life for all its ‘family members’.204
Clearly, these are not the only dimensions in which the theological explanation of
the Church-as-family could be stretched, nor do these represent an exhaustive
explanation. Rather, like the Post-Synodal Exhortation itself noted, the task of deepening
this family ecclesiology is entrusted to theologians.205 This thesis is conceived as a
response to this charge. To better appreciate my own unique contribution to the
discussion, I am situating it within the framework of the theological reception of the
Synod, to which we now turn.
2.3.3. Reception of the Synodal ‘Church-as-family’ Model
Some representative African theologians who have espoused and reflected upon
the theology of the Synod’s vision of a family ecclesiology are A. E. Orobator, Aidan
Msafiri, Pius Benson, and Paul J. Sankey.206

203

Cf. Bishop B. Haushiku, Bulletin, n. 10, 14.04.1994, p.7. As quoted in Ibid., 39.
Cf. Bénézet Bujo, African Theology in Its Social Context, 92-96.
205
Cf. Ecclesia in Africa, no. 63, 64.
206
I have chosen these theologians for three reasons: 1. Their approaches are diverse. 2. They engage
other African theologians’ thoughts. 3. They offer a springboard for my considerations in the next chapter.
204

61

Paul J. Sankey’s essay, “The Church as Clan: Critical Reflections on African
Ecclesiology,”207 was published in July 1994 (the same year of the Synod) in dialogue
with Charles Nyamiti, John Waliggo, Bénézet Bujo, and others. Sankey argues for a
Church as clan, a family or social group related to a common ancestor. He ‘Christianizes’
this in much the same way as Bujo and Nyamiti do by presenting Christ as the (proto)ancestor and thereby moving from an ‘(proto)-ancestor Christology’ to a ‘clan
ecclesiology,’ whereby Christ is the Spiritual progenitor of a new people (the Church)
who find their origin in him.208 Sankey accords with Waliggo, writing four years before
the Synod, that the clan model of the Church pushes for a participative communion as
opposed to a hierarchical structure of the Church. Sankey’s assertion that “the traditional
clan structure could enrich our understanding of the koinōnia dimension of Christian
communal life,”209 betrays a tendency to reduce koinōnia to mere fellowship without
juridical or institutional dimensions, and consequently, the danger of viewing ‘clan
ecclesiology’ as advocating for the same kind of koinōnia, merely charismatic.
Sankey seems to affirm Waliggo’s criticism of the Roman Catholic Church,
following his study of the Ugandan situation, for its concentration of power,
preoccupation with structure and bureaucracy, and failure to involve the people in
decision making. In place of such perceived ‘hierarchically constructed Church’ Waliggo
proposes a ‘clan ecclesiology’ understood in ‘anti-institutional’ terms as an alternative, in
its potential to reawaken the relational and charismatic models of the Church.210 On the
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other hand, Sankey critiques Nyamiti’s preference for a hierarchical and institutional
structure of the Church, since for him koinōnia does not reject institution but is outwardly
manifested in sacraments, prayers, sacrificial rites, ritual offerings on behalf of ancestors,
profession of a common faith and submission to the hierarchy.211 By the same token,
Sankey sees Bujo’s understanding of koinōnia as more dynamic and not tied to ritual but
open to the practical life of every day as opposed to Nyamiti’s which he calls speculative
and static.212 One finds in this way of reasoning an imbalanced appropriation of koinōnia,
which runs into the same dangers as the imbalanced eucharistic or ‘spirit ecclesiology’
which Ratzinger rejects. Koinōnia and institution should not be opposed but
complementary. We return to this shortly.
For his part, Pius Benson appropriates the rudiments of the Synod’s definition of
the Church as family, especially the fact that this appellation delineates the African
Church’s ‘inculturation’ of the Second Vatican Council’s definition of Church as
communion.213 However, he does not actually develop this notion any further besides
noting that this model calls for participative leadership, which denies ‘solitary authority’.
Referencing Uzukwu, he highlights a preference for the ‘palaver system’ of exercising
authority which is based on “extensive consultations, patient listening, unhindered
communication and active participation, with a view to reaching a binding and lasting
consensus among parties involved.”214
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There is also inherent here the danger of over simplifying koinōnia to the point of
collapsing it with mere fellowship or community. If the proposal made here is not
checked, it risks leading to a vision of the church as a democratic social party, losing its
element of divine mystery. This is the general tendency we find in these post-synodal
African family ecclesiologies: an imbalanced reactionary push away from an institutional
or hierarchal Church to the point of almost excluding the later from the church’s very
description.
A more sustained theological elaboration of the Church-as-family is found in the
essay of Aidan Msafiri published in 2002. In his studies, he theologically characterizes
this model in a six-fold manner: i. Theocentric (it is God-centered and easily shows
connection between the traditional African father’s commitment to his family and God
the Father’s commitment to his Church); ii. Trinitarian (inner unity and communion in
the Trinity is reflected in inner ties of love, unity, and communion in African family); iii.
Christologico-Sacramental (Christ is proto-ancestor whose mediation is done through the
Church which is a sign of his presence and grace); iv. Ecclesiogenetic (just like the
Church is called to live by being missionary – Mt 28:18-20 – the African notion of
extended family can help towards overcoming of barriers and welding into one Body of
Christ); v. Eucharistic (the apostolic ecclesia koinōnia morality – Acts 2:42 – is mirrored
in the African ujamaa morality – solidarity, community, communion); and vi.
Eschatologico-ecological (Africans profound sense of the unity between humans and the
cosmos is the point of departure for evangelization and the eschatologico-ecological
dimension of Christianity).215 While these are remarkable developments, much still needs
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to be done in the area of koinōnia, the extended family, and the first-born son, which are
the areas I would be developing further in dialogue with Ratzingerian perspectives.
In this same essay, Msafiri criticizes the family model from five perspectives, one
of these being the fact that it has ‘a negative ecumenical implication’. He makes his
argument on three grounds: firstly, a limited catholic-oriented interpretation of family as
an obstacle of Christian unity; an exclusivistic Catholic-centered understanding of family
would exclude non-Christians from God’s family; and lastly, an Afro-centric
interpretation of family excludes a universalistic dimension of the unity of humanity.216
In the next section of this thesis, I take issues with these contentions of Msafiri. Instead of
seeing the African notion of family as limiting ecumenically, I am arguing that it rather
opens up new vistas for ecumenism, as we would see subsequently.
Another theologian to espouse the Synod’s family model is Orobator, as is
already evident from our previous considerations. In this section we highlight his
personal contribution in deepening of the ‘theology of Church-as-family’. He does so
through three basic characterizations of the Church-as-family: it is A Church of life
(Africans see life as God’s gift, a concrete experience of belonging, communion, sharing,
hospitality, celebration, and participation); A Church of Solidarity (life for the African as
a shared experience, ‘I am because we are’); and A Church of Service (service understood
as diakonia is a hallmark of the Church-as-family in the social context of Africa, with the
objective of the African family being the service of life).217
The unifying principle in these theological depictions of the family model is
koinōnia, teased out as participative belonging, community, and shared responsibility.
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Orobator metaphorically characterizes life, solidarity, and service as the three stones
upon which sits the Church-as-family at the service of society.218 In fact, in an earlier
essay, “Perspectives and Trends in Contemporary African Ecclesiology,” published in
1996 (roughly two years after the synod), Orobator pulls together what he sees as the
three basic elements that seem to define the African understanding of the church. These
include community, family, and ancestors.219 Referencing Jean-Marc Ela, community is
defined as ‘être ensemble’ (literally meaning ‘to-be-together’), which is a characteristic
of living according to the Gospel, that is, “une charactéristique de la vie selon
l’Evangile.”220 From Nyamiti’s ancestral koinōnia ecclesiology, Bujo’s proto-ancestral
ecclesiology, and Ela’s approach of the abiding presence of the ancestors in the
community, an ecclesiological image is created which describes the church in terms of a
community or family that gathers together in word, prayer, sacrament, and ministry in
whose midst Christ is present as the ancestral focus and sustainer of the community’s
life.221 Orobator further notes that African ecclesiologists find in the expansive nature of
the African family – extended family – an essential ecumenical potential: “It embraces
‘members of all faiths.’”222 I agree with this assertion, contrary to Msafiri’s negative
evaluation of the family model with respect to ecumenism.
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Building on the above precedents and the insinuated connection between family
and koinōnia, I now seek to present a re-imagined African family ecclesiology which
takes up koinōnia in its a fuller sense – communion and institution – and which also
offers new missionary and ecumenical impulses to the family ecclesiology through a
theological analysis of the concept of the extended family and a theological
conceptualization of the first-born son within the African family.
2.4. Re-Imagining African Family Ecclesiology: A Theological Reflection
The task of re-presenting an African family ecclesiology is faced with the
questions: which Africa? Which family? Is the family and its values the same all across
Africa? Can one make such generalizations about Africa?
Admittedly, the complexities entailed in making generalizations about Africa
seem to present a Janus-faced reality: on the one hand, the heterogeneity of socio-cultural
and historico-geographical contexts across the African continent makes for a plurality of
expressions on any given aspect of life; but at the same time, there is a rare commonality
that spans the African continent in its cultural, religious, socio-political and philosophical
expressions. It is within this frame of thought that Orobator talks of a macro-ecclesiology
and a micro-ecclesiology with respect to the African continent: the former refers to that
which applies generally, more or less equally to every part of Africa (that is,
universality); while the latter refers to that which is particular to Africa in a specific
region (that is, particularity).223 These categories could be aptly applied to many other
aspects of the African continent, including the African understanding of the family, and
ultimately African family ecclesiology. It is from those common values of the family in
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the African consciousness that an ecclesiological model is forged. It was precisely
because of this that the Synod Fathers at the 1994 African Synod would say that “the
concept of family in Africa constitutes an inexhaustible mine of values, ideals, images
and symbols which can be effectively utilized to express the model of the church-asfamily.”224
One of Africa’s most treasured and shared values is the family. In the family we
see the first expressions of what I call an African communitarian personalism. Such a
personalist worldview makes solidarity central to the African consciousness. Mundane
and imperfect as it may be in its original form, such solidarity has the potential of being
transformed in much the same way as the profane and Judaic understandings of koinōnia
were all transformed in the New Testament to become paradigmatic of the ‘new
community’ of ‘Peter’s koinōnias’ (Mt 4:18-22); of ‘Christ-ians’ (Acts 2:42); of Christ’s
‘Paschal family’ (Lk 22:15). Our earlier treatment of Ratzinger’s retrieval of koinōnia
highlighted these transformations.225
Indeed, as Ecclesia in Africa aptly articulates, in African culture and tradition the
role of the family is everywhere held to be fundamental alongside an acute sense of
solidarity and community life.226 Fifteen years before the African Synod, John Paul II had
echoed similar sentiments in his homily in the Church of St. Pierre, Kinshasa, on May 3rd,
1980.227 At this point, let us zoom in a little bit more on the concrete socio-
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anthropological characterization of the African family and see how its otherwise
mundane values (highlighted above) could be transformed and appropriated in the
ecclesiological model of Church-as-family.
2.4.1. The African (Extended) Family, Ancestors, and the Firstborn Son vis-à-vis
Solidarity: Further Socio-anthropological and Theological Evaluation
2.4.1.1. The (Extended) Family
Arguably, the definition of a family in terms of father, mother and child(ren) is
not particularly African. As Adepoju argues, “The ‘typical’ nuclear family is a rare
phenomenon in Africa and is an idea borrowed from Western Culture.”228 The notion of
family in Africa “really equals extended family.”229 Little wonder the celebrated African
proverb states, “It takes a village to raise a child.” The justifying principle behind this is
the African worldview of solidarity, rooted in its deep-seated communitarian
personalism. Augustine Shuttle describes this in terms of ubuntu. He writes: “The
traditional African idea of the extended family as something that includes far more than
parents and children is perhaps the most common and most powerful protection of the
value of ubuntu.”230 The widely accepted definition of ubuntu was popularized between
1993 and 1995 by the following proverb of the Nguni Bantu people (a cluster of Bantu-
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speaking ethnic groups living in Southern Africa): “umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu,” often
translated as, “a person is a person through other persons,” or “I am because we are,” or
“I can only be a person through others.”231 The term ubuntu fairly defines the typical
African socio-cultural, economic and political worldview of communion and corporatemindedness.232
A close semantic analysis of several African languages reveals their
‘impoverished’ nature when it comes to terms such as uncle, aunt, cousin, nephew, and
niece. At best one finds only descriptive explanations of such relationships, and these are
largely post-colonial. For example, my own native language, Weh (in Cameroon) has no
word for such relationships. The Weh word for a sibling is ən wazə, which is gender
neutral and is applied not only to one’s biological brother or sister but also for one’s
cousin or niece, and even other relations of one’s age group. Sometimes, a cousin or
niece, or a close relation is described as ‘ən wa bai’, that is, ‘child of my father’. Notice
that even one’s uncle in this description is referred to as a ‘father’. A similar situation is
true of the Namuanga speaking people of Zambia/Tanzania wherein a cousin or niece is
literally considered a brother or sister, and are all referred to by one word, umuzuna.
Also, the Efon people of Benin refer to a cousin only in descriptive terms, ‘nyonnon ché
si vi’ – ‘the child of my uncle’.233
What stands out from all these analyses is the close-knit nature of the African
family, which opens up beyond the limits of the nuclear family. In fact, it forms a kinship
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system of interrelated people. In some cases, as amongst my tribe’s people (Weh people),
calling one’s cousin ‘cousin’ and not ‘brother’ or ‘sister’ is sometimes viewed as a
rejection or discrimination against that person. A biblical parallel to this African reality is
the famous puzzle faced by biblical exegetes as regards what exactly scripture means
when it speaks of Jesus’ brothers.234 Of course, these instances must be referring to Jesus’
cousins or relatives, since neither Joseph nor Mary had any other biological child. While
this may be a puzzle for some, the African finds little or no difficulty in understanding
such passages.
The solidarity which creates a close bond of mutual sharing amongst kinspeople
who make up a typical African extended family is based on the worldview whereby the
individual becomes truly conscious of their own being, duties and privileges towards
themselves and towards others only in terms of other people.235 According to Mbiti, this
kinship system is like a vast network stretching laterally (horizontally) in every direction,
to embrace everybody in a given local group. In this system, each individual is a brother
or sister, father or mother, grandmother or grandfather, or cousin, or brother-in-law, uncle
or aunt, or something else, to everybody else. The kinship extends vertically to include
the departed (ancestors) and those yet to be born.236 Therefore, when one person suffers,
he/she does not suffer alone, but with the corporate group; when one rejoices, one
rejoices not alone but with one’s kinspeople, neighbors and relatives whether dead or
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Mt 12:46, Lk 8:19, and Mk 3:31 talk of Jesus’s mother and brothers who came to see him. In Mt
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1:14 talks of the mothers and brothers of Jesus praying with the disciples. Gal 1:19 again mentions James
as the brother of Jesus.
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living. In short, what happens to the individual happens to the whole group and what
happens to the whole group happens to the individual.237
I am in agreement with N. G. Nnamani that the personality and vision of reality of
an African is “largely defined in terms of his/her family association. [...] The image of the
family for an African is like a window that opens him/her up to the world of reality.”238
Orobator sums up the values readily associated with the family in Africa in the excerpt:
When we talk of family in Africa the following elements readily come
to mind: unity, solidarity, participation and co-responsibility; familybased and centered education, fecundity; the family as a place where
life is welcomed, nurtured and revered; shared in common with the
living and the living-dead (ancestors); understanding, living and being
together, fraternity, mutual aid, trust, reconciliation through rites, nongender based respect for age, tradition and authority; and hospitality.239
Solidarity in the above quote is such a recurrent term in association with the African
family. It stands at the heart of African communitarian personalism, whereby the
individual comes to life precisely in and through the community, and the primary
community for the African is family and by extension clan and tribe. This is largely
Trinitarian like Msafiri and E.-J. Péoukou have noted.240 The following analogy gleaned
from Aquinas’ treatise on ‘the relations of opposition in the Trinity’241 further illustrates
this: just as the Father is God precisely because he is Father in relation to the Son, and the
Son is God precisely because he is Son in relation to the Father, and the Holy Spirit is
God precisely in his relation to both the Father and the Son, so too is the African person a
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Cf. Ibid., 141.
A. G. Nnamani, “The African Synod and the Model of Church-as-Family,” in Bulletin of Ecumenical
Theology, 6 (1994), 48-49.
239
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person precisely in his relation to the community of persons in whose life he shares.
Person in Africa is communitarian. This truism is captured in the popular African
proverb, “I am, because we are; and since we are, therefore I am.”242
In Africa, family means community, and community means a common purpose.
That is, the needs and goals of one and all are recognized and pursued through a harmony
of diverse efforts. Such an understanding of community does not reduce it to an inwardlooking entity, rather, it is open to other communities.243 The “outward looking nature” of
the African community would come in handy in our discussion on ecumenism. The
relationality which defines the African understanding of person in the family does not
collapse into communism or that sort of socialism which in itself robs the person of his
individuality. Contrarily, African relational personalism is built on the principle of
solidarity which enhances and perfects the individual through the community towards a
more fulfilled experience of personal worth and dignity. In sum, solidarity here refers to
awareness of that common humanity, the sense of mutual and participative belonging and
a shared sense of responsibility towards the welfare of all with whom one belongs. It is
through this value of solidarity that ‘family’ becomes a true depiction of koinōnia and a
fitting model for ecclesia. The next chapter takes up in depth this functional equitability
of koinōnia and family.
2.4.1.2. The Ancestors
The African family is not limited to the living only but includes its “living dead,”
referred to as ancestors. These ancestors consolidate the sense of common origin, unity,
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John Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, 141.
Cf. A. E. Orobator, “Perspectives and Trends in Contemporary African Ecclesiology,” 269.
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oneness and togetherness, amongst members of a family, clan, or tribe.244 Because of his
exemplary life and his closeness to God, at death, an ancestor is attributed supernatural
powers and the ability to mediate divine blessing of life-force to the clan and also to act
as a channel for human prayer to God. Jesus’ characterization as “Proto-Ancestor” draws
on analogical parallels between Jesus and such ancestor roles in traditional African
cultures. According to Sankey, such a Christology “resonates both with the Johannine
Christ, who mediates life to believers, and with Paul’s Second Adam Christology.”245 In
the African understanding, one’s genealogy is traced back through one’s ancestors to
Jesus as the ultimate (proto-) ancestor.
Akin to this African understanding of ancestors as the ‘living-dead’ members of
the family, is the biblical custom of identifying one through one’s lineage. In addressing
himself to the children of Israel, Yahweh appeals to this very notion of kinship as though
to awaken the Israelites to the reality that he is indeed their God, since he is/was/will be
the God of their forebears. He addresses himself as the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob
hundreds of years after these Patriarchs had long died. Additionally, Yahweh addresses
himself as the God of the living and not of the dead thereby pointing to the fact that
though these Israelite ‘ancestors’ be dead, they live on.246 In the genealogy of Jesus, both
in Matthew’s Gospel and in Luke’s Gospel, Jesus is presented in the lineage of his
‘ancestors’, the African would say. Keeping in mind the African worldview wherein by
belonging to a kinspeople one gains a shared solidarity with them in every way
imaginable, it becomes even more accessible to the African mind to understand Jesus
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Christ’s solidarity with humanity by his incorporation into the human family by his
descent from ‘Adam’. (Luke 3:38). In this light, the height of an ‘African Incarnational
Christology’ is seen in the work of Nyamiti, amongst others, wherein Christ is described
as ‘Ancestor par excellence’ or in Bujo for whom Christ is a ‘proto-ancestor’ since he is
the perfect model, elevation and finality of ancestors.247 Its criticisms or drawbacks
notwithstanding, the notion of the proto-ancestor places Christ in direct solidarity with
the African.248 This being with (or in Ratzingerian terms, co-existence) has
ecclesiological implications: Christ becomes the head (Proto-ancestor) of a new family,
the Church. We make explicit here the family ecclesiology which was only implicit in
Bujo and Nyamiti’s ancestral ecclesiology.249
There is a direct correlation here with Pauline ecclesiology of Christ as the head
of his Body, which is the Church (Colossians 1:18). In this Body of Christ, his new
family, some are ‘living-dead’ (ancestors). The concept of ancestor opens up African
family ecclesiology to the eschatological dimension of Church, wherein the Communion
of Saints – union of the living and the dead – makes sense to the African imagination. In
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this imagination, Christ is the proto-ancestor, something like Paul’s “firstborn son among
many brothers and sisters.”250
2.4.1.3. The African Firstborn Son
In the African family there is a ‘privileged’ place accorded the firstborn son. He is
often the designated heir of the father. However, this is not simply a position of eminence
and rights because he is the heir of the leadership ‘chair’ of the family, rather it is one of
awesome responsibility, challenge, and sacrifice.251 He is responsible for the wellbeing of
all in the family, especially after the demise of one or both parents; he is to ensure the
continuance of the family’s legacy; he is often times responsible for educating the other
members of the family; he is likewise responsible for the unity of the family, its growth
and progress; and for coordinating mutual support amongst family members. More often
than not, this would entail huge sacrifices on his part. Sometimes he may have to drop out
of school, sacrifice his personal ambitions and projects, endure ridicule and untold pain in
order to fulfil his duties as a firstborn son and to defend the family against detractors.
Importantly, he does this cheerfully and takes pride in his service to the family.252
Evidently, the choice of the ‘firstborn son’ as heir in the African family is not
pejorative to the rest of the family members. Rather, he is chosen precisely because he is
one with them and is now to ‘live for them.’ That is, he sacrifices his ‘all’ on their behalf.
We can already notice here emerging parallels with the Ratzingerian themes of co-
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existence, pro-existence, and vicarious representation from his famous analysis of the
story of the two brothers, Esau and Jacob – only that in that case, the younger was the
chosen one.253 This biblical flip of choice helps me to re-think the possibility of
conceptualizing ‘firstborn’ son in the African experience such that it becomes a
representative concept for sacrifice, vicarious representation, self-giving, and other values
associated with the African firstborn son. Here we come to the climax of the African
understanding of solidarity. ‘Solidarity with’ pushes ‘being with’ to the limits of ‘being
for’. We pick up this theme in the next chapter.
2.5. Conclusion
This chapter examined the self-understanding of the African family. The core
values of the African family are unity, love for life, celebration of life especially around
the table of fellowship and meals, acute sense of religion and God, mutual responsibility,
sacrifice, community centeredness, hospitality, a sense of kinship, openness to the
stranger, inclusion of the living dead in the family, etc. All these values are summed up in
the concept of ‘(family) solidarity’, which is the key principle we are bringing into
dialogue with the Ratzingerian theme of koinōnia. Also, in this chapter we have
conceptualized two principal institutions of the African family, namely the ‘firstborn son’
and the ‘extended family’. In the next chapter, these two notions – alongside solidarity –
become theological models for the discussion of the unique family ecclesiology this
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thesis set out to present, in dialogue with other Ratzingerian themes such as pro-existence
and vicarious representation.
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CHAPTER THREE
RE-IMAGINING AN AFRICAN FAMILY ECCLESIOLOGY IN DIALOGUE
WITH RATZINGER
3.1. Introduction: A New Family Ecclesiology? Putting Dialogue into Perspective
It is an unfortunate fact that even theological treatises dealing with ecclesiology
fail to offer a definition of what ecclesiology actually is. Etymologically, ecclesiology
comes from two Greek words, ekklēsia meaning ‘congregation’ or ‘assembly’ or ‘church’
and logia meaning ‘word’ or ‘knowledge’ or ‘science’. Therefore, ekklēsia-logia
(ecclesiology) literally means ‘knowledge of the Church’ or ‘science of the Church.’
More appropriately, I would define it as a systematic reflection on the Church, its nature,
mission, structure, purpose, and self-understanding.
But how does the Church understand itself? One way is “by the use of models,”
Avery Dulles answers. For Dulles, the Church understands itself through the use of
images, which, when used reflectively and critically to deepen one’s theoretical
understanding of the Church, become models.254 This is consistent with his assertion that
in religious contexts, images function as symbols, and even more importantly, such
images or models are self-fulfilling in that “they make the Church become what they
suggest the Church is.”255 We are here reminded of Dearman’s affirmation of the power
of language.256 Therefore, my goal in this chapter is to show how the African conception
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of ‘family’ could serve as an image or model for the Church’s self-understanding. I set
out to do so in dialogue with Ratzinger’s own ecclesiological model, that is,
‘communion’. Needless to say, that ‘communion’ is not exclusively Ratzinger’s model.
In fact, it was the preferred model for understanding the Church at Vatican II.
Gustave Weigel, a peritus at Vatican II, was quite right in asserting that the most
significant result of the debate on De Ecclesia at the first session of Vatican II was “the
profound realization that the Church has been described, in its two thousand years, not so
much by verbal definitions as in the light of images.”257 A quick overview of Scripture,
the Church Fathers, and magisterial sources of African family ecclesiology confirms this
claim. My intention is not to develop a radically new vision, but to reenvisage the notion
of Church in terms of ‘family,’ retrieving elements found in earlier sources and bringing
to the fore those insights that are not yet fully developed.
From our earlier analysis of the concept of family in Africa, solidarity, firstborn
son, and extended family have emerged as concepts that could serve as organizing
principles in family ecclesiology in much the same way as koinōnia is the organizing
principle in Ratzinger’s communion ecclesiology. Just as Ratzinger retrieves koinōnia
from its profane, Jewish, and Hellenistic usage and shows how the concept is transformed
by/in/with Christ, so too do I propose a Christological reading of the African concepts of
solidarity, firstborn son, and the extended family (clan), in order to deepen our
understanding of family ecclesiology. The method I am employing in this chapter
operates within the backdrop of Charles Nyamiti’s claim that the project of African
(Christian) theology is to present the very self-same Catholic doctrine expressed in
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accordance with African mentality and needs.258 This could as well be spoken of as the
‘Africanization of theology’ in much the same respect as Ratzinger would talk about the
‘Hellenization of theology’.259 In both cases, theology is not to become subservient to the
African culture nor to the Greek culture; rather these cultures become vehicles or provide
models within and through which to express and understand theological concepts.
In the dialogue engaged in this chapter, neither Ratzinger’s Hellenistic and
Western categories nor the African categories are posited as superior. Rather, I seek
points of convergence and complementarity as each set of categories enhances the
understanding of the other. Dulles rightly notes that all models or images of the Church
have their own weaknesses and should be seen as interpenetrating and mutually
complementary;260 this is true of the African model of family as well as Ratzinger’s
model of communion. It is in the context of dialogue that my contribution to the
theological understanding of family ecclesiology is developed.
This dialogue unfolds in three stages. In the first place we consider the functional
equivalence of solidarity and koinōnia through biblical and cultural retrievals that result
in what I have termed the ‘Christification of solidarity’. In the second place I show how
Ratzinger’s theme of vicarious representation can help in expounding on the missionary
dimension of African family ecclesiology through the conceptualization of the ‘firstborn
son’. In the third place I employ the African understanding of the extended family as a
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model for the concretization of Ratzinger’s ecumenical considerations of the ‘other
brother’, while at the same time highlighting the ecumenical impulse of African family
ecclesiology.
3.2. From Family Solidarity to Family Ecclesiology: ‘Christification’ of Solidarity
3.2.1. Equating Solidarity and Koinōnia? Same Reality, Different Contexts
At the level of the self-description of the Church in Africa, ‘family’ has stood out
as the most appropriate and relatable model for the African imagination, precisely
because of its profound connection with solidarity. The argument I am making in this
section is family and its value of solidarity is for my vision of African ecclesiology what
koinōnia is for Ratzinger’s ecclesiology, hence a functional equivalence of these two
concepts: family solidarity and koinōnia.261
We earlier noted that solidarity for the African could be summed up as awareness
of common humanity, a sense of mutual and participative belonging, and a shared sense
of mutual responsibility towards the welfare of one’s neighbor.262 Similarly, for
Ratzinger, koinōnia is that which unites ‘the many’ in the one Body of Christ, bringing
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together both the Eucharistic community and the institutional dimensions of this
community. Another shared characteristic of koinōnia and solidarity is their communitymaking/building property. In a strict sense, neither koinōnia nor family solidarity refers to
a specific ‘Christ-ian’ community of believers; their appropriation by Christian theology,
however, will change their meaning.
In Ratzinger’s retrieval of koinōnia, the term initially signifies a mere ordinary
partnership, but eventually it comes to have a different meaning as communion
in/with/through Christ.263 Ratzinger makes an interesting connection between this
meaning of koinōnia and the Jewish Passover chaburah (community), arguing that at his
Passover Christ transformed this ‘ordinary’ Jewish chaburah into something altogether
new. In Ratzinger’s own words koinōnia becomes “the company of Christ’s Pascha, the
family in which his eternal longing to eat the Pascha with us (see Lk 22:15) is
fulfilled.”264 Ratzinger seamlessly incorporates the concept of family into his new
definition of koinōnia: a new kind of family whose bonds of solidarity go beyond mere
physical descent, but extend to all who are taken up into Christ. At last, a clear path is
charted towards the linking of family solidarity as understood by the African and
koinōnia as understood by Ratzinger. Ultimately, this becomes for me a linkage between
‘Church as communion’ and ‘Church as family’.
One of the points of contact between these two models is characteristically the
family meal. For Ratzinger, the Eucharist makes the Church and the Church lives from
the Eucharist.265 Analogously, the African family bond of solidarity is lived, preserved,
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strengthened and celebrated around the table of a shared meal. A shared meal is for the
African, amongst other things, a sign of hospitality, belonging together, community,
solidarity, reconciliation, peace, love, etc. This truth is summed up beautifully in the
Ganda proverb, “Relationship is in Eating Together.” This serves as the title of chapter
six of Joseph Healey and Donald Sybertz’s book on African theology.266 For the African,
a family sharing a meal together deepens the meaning of life, and gives them the
opportunity to celebrate the past (memories) and present, and to aim towards the future
(hopes and goals) strengthened and united together. A meal heals, reconciles, and
consolidates family solidarity/communion. From this understanding, Healey and Sybertz
aptly show the link between the meal and the Eucharist.267 In fact, it is precisely because
Christ offers himself up in his Pasch as sacrifice and meal that we can become ‘a part of
him,’ a new community (koinōnias), a new family. From an African perspective, Christ is
the new Ancestor par excellence who builds a new community around a new table – the
Eucharistic table – as the source of life from which this new family lives. As we saw in
chapter two, this idea was already emerging in the writings of Nyamiti, Bujo, and
Orobator. For instance, Bujo would talk of the Eucharist as an ancestral meal, an
inexhaustible source of life for all Christ’s ‘family members,’ Christ being the protoancestor who calls all into this new family.268
The uniting, mediating, thanksgiving, propitiatory, and even substitutional role of
sacrifice, especially as performed by the head of the family or a designated ‘priest’ is not
something foreign to the African imagination, but for its Christological dimension. These
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sacrifices are/were sometimes accompanied by sacrificial meals.269 There is a close
parallel between the African sacrificial system and the Jewish sacrificial system which
was transformed and perfected by Christ. The Christological transformation of sacrifice is
something entirely new across every culture: it impacts and renews every culture. This is
a major theme in the Letter to the Hebrews, especially chapter ten.270 If Christ is unique
and his Gospel is radically new to every culture, therefore, despite the privileged nature
of the Jewish culture (that is, the Old Testament), we could read the New Testament as a
perfection even of that African sacrificial system in and through Christ; and this is true of
every culture wherein are to be found the semina verbi of the Gospel message.271
For the African, therefore, Christ is now to be seen as the new ‘family head’ or
the ‘new chief priest’ who is at the same time the new Ancestor who mediates the selfsame sacrifice of himself to God on behalf of humanity at large. There is therefore need
here to transcend the limiting conception of family, even beyond the extended family.
This is not something outside the capacity of the African imagination, for the African’s
understanding of solidarity through the concept of ubuntu conveys the sense of ‘common
humanity’ and an acute sense of community.272 Also, the term ‘family’ encompasses all

269

John Mbiti gives a detail description of the sacrificial systems across Africa in his monumental work,
African Religions and Philosophy (1970 edition), especially pages 75-79. Almost every tribe in Africa has a
sacrificial system whereby goats, sheep, fowls, or other animals are offered in place of a sick or ailing
individual, or someone in danger as a ransom for their life. My tribe’s people – the Weh people in
Cameroon – is a typical example. Also, in the Gusii Ethnic group in Kenya, there is the sacrifice whereby a
mother carrying her child and looking to the heavens while squirting some milk from her breast to the
ground prays to God, “God, look after my child, and I will look after (make sacrifice for) you.” Cf. Healey
and Sybertz, Towards and African Narrative Theology, 258.
270
For the convenience of the reader, I quote these few verses: “When Christ came into the world…
First, he said, ‘Sacrifices and offerings, burnt offerings and sin offerings you did not desire, nor were you
pleased with them’ – though they were offered in accordance with the law. Then he said, ‘Here I am, I have
come to do your will.’ He sets aside the first to establish the second. And by that will, we have been made
holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.” (Heb 10:5, 8-10).
271
This line of thought is not foreign to ecclesiastical teaching. See the Second Vatican Council Decree
on Inter Religious Dialogue, Nostra Aetate.
272
Cf. Christian B. N. Gade, “The Historical Development of the Written Discourses on Ubuntu,” 307.

85

those with whom one shares a close bond of familiarity, not necessarily of the same
biological or natural descent. A good example is the Cameroonian Catholic Community
of the Bay Area (CamBay), which is open to non-Cameroonians as well. I happen to
belong to this community. The community addresses itself as ‘CamBay Catholic Family’.
Family has taken on a totally new meaning. This is something that cuts across many
African groupings. With such an open and outward-looking view of family, it is easy to
understand Church in terms of family in its inclusive dimensions. We return to this later.
Mark 3:20-35 further illuminates this broadened conception of family and by
extension the linkage between ‘Church as family’ and ‘Church as communion’. This
Biblical passage tells us that Jesus was in a house teaching when his mother and brothers
arrived outside of the crowded house and sent word to call him. They told him, “Your
mother and brothers are outside looking for you.” Hearing this he asked, “Who are my
mother and my brothers?” While this question could seem arbitrary, it actually introduces
a passage with crucial ecclesiological consequences. After asking this question, we are
told that Jesus, looking at those seated in a circle around him said, “Here are my mother
and my brothers! Whoever does God’s will is my brother and sister and mother.”273 In
effect, Jesus defined a new criterion of belonging to God’s family: neither is membership
limited to physical descent from Abraham, nor are non-Jews locked out. All are included
regardless of race or physical descent.274
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A defining characteristic of Christ’s new family – called out from all the earth – is
their participative belonging to a worshipping community.275 Acts 2:42 describes this
community as a liturgical community. Celebration and sharing are therefore characteristic
of it. Family for the African is near meaninglessness without participative belonging. The
father, the mother, the children, and all members each share joyfully in the life and
functioning of the family: in good as in bad times. Such participative belonging is
extended to the entire clan or tribe, and is captured in the well-known dictum referenced
earlier, “I am, because we are; and since we are, therefore I am.”276 I call this the
benchmark of African communitarian personalism. It is the mutual ‘gifting’ of self
whereby each individual is a gift unto the other. This is first learned in the African family
and can/has/should become an invaluable resource for the African Church in modeling
Christ’s self-offering on our behalf, celebrated in the liturgy. In this way, the liturgy
would more easily become a participative act of worship where each member contributes
in his or her own manner to the one act of worship offered to God. The Second Vatican
Council’s Constitution on the Liturgy, Sacrosanctum Concilium, calls for such
participation in the Church’s liturgy: full, conscious, and active participation. This is true
to the very nature of the liturgy.277 Paragraph 42 of this same document calls for the
establishment of small groupings of the faithful (e.g. parishes) such that the sense of
community – that is, common belonging – may be more easily and readily felt and
encouraged. In the words of St Paul, as Church we are being built up into one Body in
Christ like the many members of the human body that make up one body (1 Cor 12:12-
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27); each member is valued and respected and contributes towards the good of the whole
body. Even before the council, Ratzinger had advocated for small parishes in which the
sense of community (family) can be truly felt and lived.278
3.2.1.1. Koinōnia and Family Solidarity vis-à-vis the Balance Between Community
and Institution, Universality and Particularity
In the functional equation of koinōnia and family solidarity, we realize that in
both models of the Church – ‘Church as communion’ or ‘Church as family’ – there is a
creative dynamic correlation between ‘fellowship, community, or charism’ on the one
hand, and ‘institution, sacraments, or hierarchy’ on the other hand.
In chapter one, we developed Ratzinger’s understanding of koinōnia as bringing
together both the Eucharistic community and the institutional dimensions of this
community, rooted in apostolicity and Petrine primacy. This link brings into a synthetic
interdependence the particular and the universal Church.279 It was precisely for this
reason that I affirmed Ratzinger’s ecclesiology as simultaneously being an instance of
communion ecclesiology and Eucharistic ecclesiology, in contrast with the Orthodox
tendency to separate the two. Some African theologians tend to overlook the
‘inseparable’ nature of these two aspects – communion and institution – in the
development of their family ecclesiology, such that they tend to oppose these two. For
instance, Sankey and Waliggo advocate an understanding of family or clan ecclesiology
in terms of what I may call a mere ‘charismatic koinōnia’280 with little or no juridical or
278
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institutional considerations. This is not very representative of the African understanding
of family which is considerably institutional and hierarchical: each person has his or her
proper place in the family, in terms of roles and functions. In fact, in some cases
(especially in patriarchal cultures), the hierarchical structure of family life and the society
at large may result in the mistreatment of some members of the family, especially the
women and children. Arguably, it is in reaction against such abuses linked to structural
hierarchy in the African family, that some theologians like Waliggo and Sankey have
sought to characterize family ecclesiology solely in terms of ‘fellowship’ while
overlooking ‘institution’. In my judgement, such reactions only end up creating their own
problems. First, it appropriates a version of family which is not typically African, and
secondly, it fails to distinguish between the abuse of structure and the juridical and
cohesive value of structure in and by itself.281
My contention is that family ecclesiology should sustain a balance between
community and institution, fellowship and hierarchy. Ratzinger espouses a similar stance
through his retrieval of koinōnia as we have previously demonstrated. Despite their
divergence in approach, Brian Flanagan beautifully synthesizes the thoughts of Yves
Congar, Jérôme Hamer, Gabriel Flynn, Timothy MacDonald, and Ratzinger as
concurring (or complementary) voices on Roman Catholic communion ecclesiology, who
all agree on the underlying spiritual relationships (or fellowship or invisible bonds of
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communion) of the members of the Church which are simultaneously connected to
institutional structures.282
Gerard Mannion and Flanagan nonetheless argue that Ratzinger has narrowed the
understanding of ecclesial communion toward a more hierarchical communion. They
both refer to his tenure as head of CDF during which, in their judgement, he sought to
define an ‘authentic’ communion ecclesiology as one marked by a focus on the universal
over the local, and on hierarchical structures over ecclesial existence experienced ‘from
below.’283 Against such criticisms, I agree with Ratzinger on the ontological primacy of
the universal Church as that in and through which the particular Churches are born and
realized. At the same time, however, it is important to remember that the universal church
itself exists in and through the particular Churches.284 This is easily translatable in terms
of the African kinship system in relation to the family, clan, and tribe.285 Kinship is a
spiritual reality that underlies the integral or organic inter-relatedness of a group of
people – families and clans. Kinship cannot be simply reduced to a mere conglomeration
of families or clans. Such a conglomeration would be like a body without a soul. Yet
282
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even a soul cannot exist – that is, on earth – without a body. Analogously, particularity
without universality is like a family without kinship roots, which is like a body without a
soul.
In defense of the Ratzingerian primacy of universality over particularity, or better
still, their co-penetrating relationship, one could ask the rhetorical question, “does a
particular church give birth to itself and only thereafter realize that there is a universal
church; or is it more fitting to see the particular as being born into the larger family of the
universal that precedes it?” I think the problem is often that Ratzinger’s critics, such as
Kasper, tend to miss the point of Ratzinger’s argument altogether.286 They try to
conceptualize the universal church into some concrete ‘church’ existing out there in some
particular place out there, with superiority and authority over the rest. Often, they have
the Church of Rome in mind, the Pope, the Curia, etc. But this is far from the point.
Despite its universal responsibility, the Church of Rome is only a particular Church in
which is likewise realized the One, True, Apostolic and Universal Church – the One
Bride of Christ, the One Body made up of many parts.287
It perhaps would surprise Ratzinger’s critics that his ecclesiology of communion
is not simply “Platonic” as Kasper and even Flanagan would characterize it.288
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Ratzinger’s ecclesiology operates within a thought pattern similar to the African family
kinship system described above, wherein there is both a vertical communion (towards a
common ancestor) and a horizontal communion (amongst families). In his commentary
on the second session of Vatican II and the discussions on the Lumen Gentium, Ratzinger
advocates for a balance of ‘vertical’ catholicity, turned towards Rome, and ‘horizontal’
catholicity, turned towards one’s neighbor: that is, a communion of bishops in a
communion of Churches.289 For Ratzinger, even within the one Church, there is a
multiplicity of local Churches (Ortsgemeinden): “The Church’s unity does not exclude a
plurality.”290 Therefore, Ratzinger does not shy away from talking about ‘churches’ in
communion in the one Church, which is akin to the African’s understanding of ‘families’
in the ‘one big family’. The bond of solidarity gathering-in all into that one big family is
far beyond the mere effect of an organizational process: it runs deeper and is much more
spiritual. As Aidan Nichols observes, amidst the debates on De Ecclesia, Ratzinger was
anxious “to preserve the faith-insight of Catholic Christians that there is not simply a
plurality of Churches, which may achieve co-ordination through some organizational
means.”291 Alongside this affirmation was Ratzinger’s rejection of a merely institutional
church defined in Robert Bellarmine’s threefold categories – membership through
baptism, confession of common faith, and obedience to the hierarchy.292 He opted for the
balance of the institutional with the charismatic, spiritual and mystical dimensions of the
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Church, as Lumen Gentium would later espouse.293 This is very similarly articulated by
Yves Congar in terms of the two inseparable dimensions of the Church: ‘the Church as
community of salvation’ and ‘the Church as institution of salvation’.294
Furthermore, insights from Yves Congar and Solovyov corroborate Ratzinger’s
rejection of and caution against particularism. In the heart of the Council’s debates on
synodality, which hinged on two tendencies – one centrifugal and the other centripetal –
Yves Congar strongly remarked that any sort of particularism which conceives of
episcopal conferences as constituting ‘churches’ must be avoided at all cost.295 Reverting
to such localism – “isolated national churches,” to use the words of Solovyov296 – would
be like encouraging a sense of sectarianism and individualism within the African
understanding of family. It is precisely their understanding of community, the priority of
‘us’ over ‘me’, and by extension ‘universality’ over ‘particularity’, that makes the
African conception of family stand out as an ecclesiological model.297 Kinship, the
universality of koinōnia amongst given African families, always precedes any new family
born into the kinship system; but at the same time this kinship system is not some
concrete or tangible reality existing out there independently of the different families.
There is always a tending towards the priority of “us” (universality) in the African
imagination. In my opinion, this sheds tremendous light on Ratzinger’s communion

293

Cf. Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, 333. Cf. Ratzinger, “The Theological Locus of Ecclesial
Movements,” 482-485. See Ratzinger, Pilgrim Fellowship of Faith: The Church as Communion, 54.
294
Cf. Yves Congar, Lay People in the Church: A Study for a Theology of Laity, trans. Donald Attwater
(Westminster, Md.: Newman Press, 1965), 28-58.
295
Cf. Aidan Nichols, The Thought of Pope Benedict XVI, 65. He quotes here from Yves Congar, Report
from Rome II. The Second Session of the Vatican Council (London 1964).
296
Cf. Vladimir S. Solovyov, Russia and the Universal Church, trans. Herbert Rees (London: Geoffrey
Bles, Centenary Press, 1948), esp. pp. 65-67.
297
This African value of family and community was re-affirmed severally at the 1994 Synod both as an
antidote to Western individualism and as an example for the entire Church to learn from. Cf. Ecclesia in
Africa, nn. 43, 63.

93

ecclesiology vis-à-vis the ontological pre-existence of the universal Church to the
particular Churches – something the African would readily understand and embrace.
3.2.1.2. Koinōnia and Family Solidarity: Eschatological Considerations
The last leap in the functional equation of koinōnia and family solidarity is with
respect to the eschatological nature of the Church. African solidarity is opened up to the
eschatological by the inclusion of the ancestors (living-dead) in the family’s selfdescription, and by the lively hope of the future reunion of the two realms – physical and
otherworldly. In the African imagination, the provisional nature of the Church as
understood by Ratzinger makes sense. For Ratzinger, the Church is a ‘Communion of
Saints’, and thanks to Christ, such koinōnia has as its goal humanity’s union with God.
This notion was something completely foreign to the Jewish chaburah, though it was
hinted at by Greek philosophical thought, where communion with the gods was seen as
resulting in communion among men.298 In this sense, koinōnia (Church as communion)
remains a developing eschatological reality yet to be fully attained in the heavenly
Church.299 Mariology for Ratzinger sheds light on the eschatological dimension of the
Church, as a reality that extends beyond all human concepts and dispositions into the
mystery of the End, prefigured in the mystery of Mary’s glorification.300 It is precisely
such a sense of ‘transcendental solidarity’ that gives the African family and life in general
a sense of sacredness and perpetuity. The veneration of ancestors and the near-inexistent
demarcation between the living and the ‘dead’ animates the typical African worldview.
This justifies Nyamiti’s description of the Church in the African imagination as an
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ancestral koinōnia that unites both the earthly realm and ‘other-worldly’ realm, otherwise
referred to as the communion of saints.301 For the African, community (or communion)
includes both the visible and invisible members, and the latter group includes not only the
deceased ancestors, but also those not yet born – and even God.302
Once Christ is seen as part of the African family – that is, the Proto-ancestor who
creates a new family around himself – and given that the African family’s selfdescription is incomplete without the ancestors, then, from a post-resurrection
perspective, Christ becomes the new ‘principle’ of communion between the living and
the living-dead. This validates, transforms, and keeps alive the African’s hope of reunion
with the physically dead. Already, the deceased African lives on in the memory of those
who knew him/her; he/she is survived by new births into the family, in addition to being
alive in the world of spirits. Such remembrance of the dead makes the deceased ‘alive’ in
a state of personal immortality.303 Concomitant with this worldview is a lively openness
to the transient nature of the family which reminds us of the notion of pilgrim Church.
The communion of saints, which is an important eschatological theme, is not
simply a heavenward-looking communion, but also a communion in terms of ‘sharing of
sacred things’. This means that solidarity, amongst the living and with the ‘living dead’,
entails spiritual fellowship, whereby the ‘blessed dead’ are honored for their heroic and
virtuous life, and in turn intercede with God on behalf of the living. The access point of
this family solidarity – of the living and the living dead – is often through sacred rituals
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and libation.304 This African perspective of communion takes on Trinitarian and
Christological dimensions in Christianity, as beautifully described in the following text:
“As an invisible reality, it is the communion of each human being with the Father through
Christ in the Holy Spirit, and with the others who are fellow sharers in the divine nature,
in the passion of Christ, in the same faith, in the same spirit.”305
3.2.2. ‘Christification’ of Solidarity: Responding to Criticisms Against the Church-asFamily Model
Like every other model or institution, the family is faced with its own challenges
and limitations. First and foremost, as a model, it cannot fully grasp (capture) the
inexhaustible mystery of the Church.306 In the African context, it is wrought with the
challenges of tribal, clannish and ethnic affiliations. In some cases, it is ‘inward looking,’
built on blood ties and particularisms that exclude non-consanguineous relations.307 Even
some of the Fathers of the 1994 African Synod shared this opinion. For instance, Bishop
A.K. Obiefuna said that for many Africans, “blood (consanguinity) is thicker than water
(baptism).”308 Added to the list of challenges are the instances of poor treatment of
women, widows, and orphans. Another danger that threatens the integrity of the
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contemporary African family is the ‘encroaching’ globalization and its secular ethics,
which come with it the gradual erosion of age-old values of the African family.309
In responding to these challenges, the task of the theologian is to retrieve the core
values of the family from amidst these challenges. This task dovetails with Dearman’s
Biblical considerations. He notes that adopting the familial-marriage metaphors in
scripture for contemporary theological discourse does not mean that modern Jews and
Christians should simply adopt wholesale the customs of the families in the Old
Testament with their latent limitations. These need to be purified and transformed.310 At the
same time the Nigerian bishop and Canonist Hilary Odili Okeke claims that making the

transposition from the socio-anthropological domain of the African family to the
ecclesiological concept of the Church-as-family does not require much effort. His
argument rests on the claim that even the early Christian communities lived the same
values which are prevalent in African families.311 Chief amongst these values is
solidarity. The transposition from a socio-anthropological understanding of solidarity –
albeit one wrought with challenges – to an ecclesiological usage of the concept is what I
have called the ‘Christification of solidarity’. Let us explore this is greater detail.
First and foremost, it is worth noting that the problems of ethnocentrism,
nepotism, and discrimination against the non-family member – arguments sometimes
brought against the African understanding of solidarity – are not exclusive to the African
reality of family but are a universal consequence of fallen humanity. In fact, the panOrthodox Synod of 1872 dealt extensively with a similar problem. The term ‘phyletism’
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(from the Greek φυλή, meaning race or tribe) was coined at this Synod designating the
excessive emphasis on ethnic identity in ecclesiastic policy and relationships at the
expense of the bonds of faith. This Synod was prompted by the creation of a separate
bishopric by the Bulgarian community of Constantinople for parishes exclusively open to
Bulgarians only. The Synod condemned and anathematized phyletism.312
The challenges of phyletism or ethnicism, as the case may be, reminds one of a
few biblical parallels. An example is the strife in the early Christian community at
Corinth with some of its members siding with Paul and others with Apollos; and how
Paul had to rebuke them, calling them to realize their unity in Christ (1 Cor 3:1-23). Also,
significant is that passage in St. Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians, wherein St. Paul
proclaims the unifying power of Christ’s cross – “For he [Christ] himself is our peace,
who has made the two groups one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of
hostility.”313 Even in Acts (6:1-7) we read of the schism that threatened the early Church
at Jerusalem as the Hellenistic Jews complained against the Hebraic Jews because their
widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food. Ethnicism again! What
we see in these passages is the fact that true solidarity, or family, or communion, or unity
is built only in and through Christ. Every culture – Greek, Jewish, German, African, etc.
– is called to transcend the limits of ‘ethnic solidarity’ in and through Christ, who opens
up the bonds of family to each and all. This justifies my proposal of the Christification of
solidarity.
312
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From what we have seen, there is an evident gap in Africa as elsewhere between
the ideal of solidarity, communion, family, or unity and what happens in praxis. The only
person in whom the African ideal of solidarity and its existential praxis coincide is Jesus
Christ, the Nazarene. This coincidence of the ideal and praxis of solidarity in Christ is
what I call the ‘Christification of solidarity’. This is central to the dialogue between
Ratzinger’s theology with his Christocentric emphasis and the African ideal of family
solidarity. In other words, Christ is the center around whom the African ideal of solidarity
and Ratzinger’s concept of koinōnia converge. We can explain this convergence in three
interconnected steps:
First, in bridging the gap between eternity and temporality, between heaven and
earth for the soteriological purpose of reconciling fallen and estranged humanity with
God, Christ unites our humanity with the divinity in himself. He comes into solidarity
with us in the most radical and ontological manner. The incarnational paradigm,
therefore, becomes the greatest expression of solidarity: God’s co-existence with us. In
the second movement, Christ’s co-existence or solidarity with us become pro-existence –
that is, living for us, even to the point of dying for us. Thus, Christ embodies in a preeminent fashion the values associated with the concept of family solidarity, notably,
compassion, selflessness, and sacrifice. This is most visible in his kenosis and being
handed over pro nobis. In the third instance, by his suffering for us, Christ becomes our
vicarious representative – that is, standing in our stead and enduring the punishment that
was our lot in order that we might be saved. In this sacrifice of the One for the many, in
which consists the height of vicarious representation, Christ becomes the perfect
exemplar of solidarity. Very importantly, Christ not only exemplifies solidarity, but
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brings humanity into that greatest possible solidarity: he makes us sharers in the
Trinitarian economy of communion, and thereby graces us to realize the ideal of
solidarity. It is in this last movement that ek-klesia – the calling out of many into the one
family of Church – becomes possible.
The African is disposed and open to Christ’s exemplification of solidarity as a
mode of sacrificial pro-existence, because he comes from a culture that understands the
meaning of existence as being for others. In a word, the African understanding of
solidarity is a great testament to the semina verbi found in every culture that Christianity
encounters and enriches. The unique importance of the Ratzingerian concept of proexistence for Africans is that it shines the light on Christ as the perfect realization of their
ideal of family solidarity (this sounds less unnatural), and at the same time, family, as
understood by the African, offers a ‘home’ in which Ratzinger’s concept of pro-existence
is aptly embodied. The next section says more on this. This mutual interaction between
Ratzingerian pro-existence and the African ideal of solidarity has Christological,
ecclesiological, ecumenical, cultural, social and practical implications. As Christ bridges
the gap between the ideal and the existential reality, the African Christian (and humanity
at large) also receives a missionary mandate to ‘go and do the same,’ that is, to journey
towards a perfection of solidarity, by overcoming the trappings of ethnocentrism, racism,
various forms of sectarianism, localism, and selfishness. In the rapidly ‘developing’ yet
deeply bruised and bleeding black continent, ‘Christified solidarity’ is the clarion call to
all Africans, and humanity at large, in much the same way as Pope Paul VI enjoined all
of humanity in those tumultuous years of the mid-twentieth century in the following
words:
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There can be no progress towards the complete development of
humankind without the simultaneous development of all humanity in
the spirit of solidarity. … Man must meet man, nation meet nation, as
brothers and sisters, as children of God. In this mutual understanding
and friendship, in this sacred communion, we must also begin to work
together to build the common future of the human race.314
Thus purified and transformed in and through Christ, the virtue of solidarity which stands
at the heart of the African model of Church-as-family becomes truly mirrored of that
perfect ‘divine community or family of God in himself’ – the mystery of the Trinity. It is
in this context of Christification of solidarity that the claim of Orobator becomes
legitimate, that “if the Triune God serves as model for the church-as-family, then the
narrow bonds of kinship and consanguinity no longer constitute a hinderance to our
entrance into membership of this church.”315 In God’s new family – the Church – the
grace and bonds of baptism and faith redefine and rupture the restrictive bonds of
consanguinity. We notice this is precisely what happens in Ratzinger’s retrieval of
koinōnia. In this perspective, koinōnia or family no longer remains restricted to the
profane and exclusive partnership of the pre-select partners – blood partners or other
associates – but embraces all in Christ as disciples.
Having ascertained its fruitfulness as an ecclesiological model, Church-as-family
opens up for us new vistas through which to consider the question of mission which is
itself constitutive of the Church’s self-understanding. To this we now turn.
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3.3. The ‘Firstborn Son’ and the Missionary Impulse of Family Ecclesiology vis-àvis Ratzinger’s Pro-existence
At the Second Vatican Council a decree was dedicated to the Mission of the
Church.316 This decree defines the Church in terms of mission, as follows: “The pilgrim
Church is missionary by her very nature. For it is from the mission of the Son and the
mission of the Holy Spirit that she takes her origin, in accordance with the decree of God
the Father.”317 Also visible here is the Trinitarian foundation of the Church and her
mission. Therefore, she must necessarily understand herself as missionary, which gives
good grounds to Orobator’s criticism against the general absence of the missionary
element in the writings of many African ecclesiologists. Though Orobator located the
potential of explaining this missionary nature of the Church in the predominant aspects of
current African ecclesiologies, namely, community, family and ancestors, Orobator failed
to develop this theme appropriately. The most direct reference we get from him on the
subject is his statement that “the very constitution of the family or community under the
auspices of the ancestors is in itself missionary, that is, a sign to others. The Church,
understood in this way, constitutes no less a sign of God’s presence to others.”318 He
views mission as ‘presence to others’; a sort of presence which is in effect witness. This
is much in line with Vatican II’s understanding of mission as articulated in Lumen
Gentium, Ad Gentes, and Gaudium et Spes – the Church being a sign of the kingdom of
God in/to the world.319
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It is worth remarking that the unifying theme of the 1994 Synod of African
Bishops was evangelization. For the Synod, Church-as-family was a means to an end. It
was adopted as the ecclesiological model that could best aid the Church in Africa in her
self-understanding and evangelizing mission. Within this model itself therefore – that is,
from a proper understanding of ‘family’ – there must be an evangelical or missionary
impetus. I wish to argue that this missionary impetus finds its highest cultural expression
in the firstborn son, who occupies a unique place within the African family. To show
clearly how this is so, I am bringing this concept of firstborn son into dialogue with
Ratzinger’s concept of pro-existence. From a Ratzingerian perspective, another
dimension of the Church’s missionary self-understanding is ‘existing for others,’ that is,
pro-existence, which at the same time always entails sacrifice and vicarious
representation. In the same light, an analysis of the African firstborn son reveals his role
as one of vicarious representation, and this, therefore, informs African family
ecclesiology with a sense of missionary identity – living for others. Let us examine how
this happens.
We recall from chapter two the conceptualization of ‘firstborn son’ as a depiction
of responsibility for the rest, sacrifice, living for others, heir par excellence – a variety of
concepts that can be summed up in the notion of vicarious representation. As such, this
concept of ‘firstborn son’ must not always require a literal firstborn son as a referent but
could be applied to whoever plays that role in the family. He/she becomes an
embodiment of pro-existence and vicarious representation, after the manner of Christ, the
firstborn son par excellence, by virtue of whose sacrifice, in whom and through whom the
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Body of Christ is built up.320 It is in such terms – living for others – that mission is
defined. Therefore, if the Church understands herself as family or more precisely, as
firstborn son of the family, or, in Ratzinger’s terms, as the ‘chosen brother’, then, she
would more readily understand herself as living not unto herself but always for others.
This means the Church-as-family is always a missionary Church, for not all her sons and
daughters are as yet visibly or actively part of ‘the family’.
The dialogue between the African model of Church-as-family and Ratzinger’s
communion ecclesiology can be even more fruitful once we remember that Ratzinger
defines communion in his 1960 book on ecclesiology in terms of ‘brotherhood’.321 This
in itself is a familial term. For Ratzinger, there exists three types of brothers in relation to
Christian brotherhood: there are those who are already brothers (those already part of the
family); those not-(yet) brothers (that is, those outside the family); and thirdly, those who
are brothers in name only – those St. Paul calls pseudadelphoi – that is, those who are no
longer practicing Christians.322 Ratzinger insists, however, that while these distinctions
are real, they are not ‘closed’ or ‘rigid’: they are open.323 The distinctive Ratzingerian
resolution of the tension amongst these three categories of brotherhood is summed up in
the following words:
The separating off of the limited Christian brotherhood is not the
creation of some esoteric circle but is intended to serve the whole. The
320
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Christian brotherly community does not stand against the whole, but
for it. The brotherhood of Christians fulfils its responsibility for the
whole through missionary activity, through agape, and through
sacrifice.324
This highlights the theme of pro-existence, whereby, as Christ lived for the world, so too
does the Church live for the world.325 In Christ, election always becomes election for
others, just as Christ, the chosen one (elected one), through a sacred exchange, became
the rejected one in order that those initially rejected (all of humanity) might become
elected.326 Accordingly, Ratzinger describes the Church as the bearer of vicarious
election, the highest mission of which is to become vicarious rejection. Just as the
individual who is chosen can never cut himself off from those whom he thinks are not
chosen, so too can the Church never cut herself off from those who are not God’s
people.327 This speaks to the heart of the African understanding of the unique place and
role of the firstborn son and his life of vicariously living for others. Understood in these
terms, the Church-as-family can never become a reality closed unto itself but must
always see itself as open to the ‘other brother’. This is her mission.
This mission of the Church, Ratzinger avows, is ultimately eschatological.328
Fergus Kerr enthusiastically defends Ratzinger’s conviction that Brotherhood is
inseparable from eschatology.329 That is why Ratzinger would insist that no matter how
important it maybe for the Church to grow “into the unity of a single brotherhood, she
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must always remember that she is only one of two sons, one brother beside another, and
that her mission is not to condemn the wayward brother, but to save him.”330
For as long as the Church-as-family remains within the world of history, she
remains an open developing ‘universal brotherhood’, and this is the driving force for her
missionary activity. Church-as-family, therefore, must understand herself as a ‘yet-to-beattained’ universal family, wherein all would be truly brothers and sisters around the one
head, Christ Jesus. This imposes on her the binding obligation of reaching out to the
brothers and sisters still outside. According to Ratzinger, she accomplishes this mission
in three ways: through her missionary activity; through the practice of love (agape); by
her suffering on behalf of nonbelievers.331 It is in this sense of the relationship between
the ‘few’ and the ‘many’ – that the Church’s universality or catholicity is truly grasped.
The above considerations coupled with Ratzinger’s concept of the ‘other brother’
when brought into dialogue with the ‘extended family’ have direct ecumenical
implications.
3.4. The ‘Extended Family’ and the Ecumenical Impulse of Family Ecclesiology visà-vis Ratzinger’s the ‘Other Brother’
A synthesis of Vatican II’s characterization of the Church as ‘mystery’ and
‘communion’ translates into a model of the Church which is capable of accommodating
Christendom’s radical identity and yet significant differences. The Council acknowledged
the mysterious bond of communion – even if only imperfect – between those visibly part
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of the Church and those who belong to it not visibly or those ordered to it (ordinatio) by
the grace of God in Christ Jesus.332 In Ratzingerian terms, this translates into those who
are visibly part of the ‘Christian brotherhood’ (Brüderlichkeit) and the ‘not (yet)
brothers’. From the African perspective, the concept of the extended family captures this
reality – some are visibly and biologically part of the family, some are related to it
because they belong to the ‘extended family’ which is sometimes synonymous with the
clan or tribe. The question of how these different ‘brothers’ (according to Ratzinger) or
‘family members’ (according to the African model) or ‘sons and daughters of God’
(according to Lumen Gentium) are related, evokes the whole reality or concept of
ecumenism and interreligious dialogue.
Chapter one of this thesis detailed Ratzinger’s consideration of this question,
which is intricately linked to this vision of the missionary nature of the Church, which we
have outlined above. Summarily, according to Ratzinger, ecumenism is not simply
dialogue and praxis that center around justice and peace issues, which, as he argues, have
been approached in a way that confuses theology with politics, and dialogues about belief
with diplomacy.333 Without rejecting praxis or dialogue, he insists on the priority of truth,
faith, and sacraments – in other words the primacy of logos over ethos, truth over action
when it comes to ecumenical or interfaith relations.334 In this endeavor Christ must be
central, for the core of our liberation is in our encounter with Christ.335 The consequence
of Ratzinger’s criteria for ecumenism is the honest affirmation of the demarcation
between the ‘brother/the believer/the Church/the few’ and the ‘non-brother/non-
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believer/the non-Church/ the many’. However, at the same time, these demarcations are
never inward looking, but always dynamically open in the hope of the ‘non-brother’
becoming a ‘brother.’ In his reading of Ratzinger, Aidan Nichols calls this the paradox of
brotherhood, for indeed the great problem of brotherhood is that “all unions entail
separating off of those who are united from the rest whom they leave behind. This is a
paradox which can be proved by everyday experience.”336 This, I believe, is the truth we
most often shy away from in ecumenical and inter-religious dialogue. In reality there are
existing doctrinal and faith-based differences separating different confessional Churches
and religions. Hoping to achieve ‘perfect unity’ through dialogue is faced with either of
two options: compromise of the truth of one’s own faith tradition or religion, or a
deliberate overlooking of these differences while focusing on common humanitarian
actions. To take ecumenism seriously is to engage the truth seriously, without the
pretense that two opposing beliefs or claims could be mutually correct at one and the
same time.
At this point, it looks as though we are facing an insurmountable impasse, but a
solution is actually available. As Ratzinger noted earlier, “the real goal of the work of
Jesus refers not to the part (the few), but to the whole – to total humanity.”337 As such,
“the healing of the whole takes place, according to the will of God, in the dialectic
antithesis of the few and the many, in which the few are the starting point from which
God seeks to save the many.”338 This highlights the theme of pro-existence; whereby, as
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Christ lived for the world, so too does the Church live for the world.339 This calls to mind
the role of the African firstborn son whose life of sacrifice for the other becomes a
paradigm for the mission of the Church-as-family in relation to those not yet part of this
family. At the ecumenical level ‘the outward looking’ nature of the African family,
typically the extended family that embraces the entire clan or tribe, is of particular
importance, and offers a concrete referential model for the Ratzingerian concept of
ecumenism.
In the African context, the extended family embraces not just the members of the
nuclear family but the entire clan. Yet, there remain distinctive demarcating elements of
the ‘nuclear family’ such as sacred rites and rituals, rights of inheritance, etc., which are
exclusive to its members. This portrays the tension, in very practical terms, between the
‘inclusivity’ and ‘exclusivity’ dynamics which are characteristic of ecumenism. This can
readily be compared with the ‘inclusivity – exclusivity’ dynamics in Ratzinger’s The
Meaning of Christian Brotherhood. A true African family – referring here to the nuclear
family – never lives or operates in isolation from other families with whom they share a
common ancestral lineage, sacred space, and heritage. Kinship – that spiritual bond
uniting the different families – does not at the same time abolish the uniqueness of the
different families. Transposing this into a model for the union in diversity shared by the
different Catholic churches – East and West – makes much sense. Not only that, this
extends to all Christian churches which, from an African perspective, could be seen as
inter-related ‘extended families’ with a common ancestor, Christ.
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This ‘re-imagination’ of ecumenism is not some utopia but rooted in the concrete
daily lives of typical Africans. For instance, the first question two African strangers ask
each other upon meeting for the first time is not what religion they belong to, but what
family they come from.340 There is always the desire to identify with each other through
some common heritage. This worldview accords the Church-as-family model a profitable
ecumenical impulse, that is, seeking the common uniting factor, in this case, the common
ancestor, Christ. As Orobator corroborates, the African extended family “embraces all
members of all faiths.”341 Typically, the African social framework does not admit of such
discriminatory interrelations based on religion. Paradoxically, this became a problem
only with the advent of different Christian Churches into Africa, alongside colonialism.
In an article that brings together communion ecclesiology and black liberation theology,
Jamie Phelps, amongst other things, resources both the African and African American
traditional values of community, in which I find an ecumenical potential. She writes,
The concept ‘Black community’ became the metaphor for the
community understood as an extended family that was not restricted to
blood relatives but embraced neighbors and friends. The use of family
appellations such as brother, sister, uncle, aunt, and cousin to refer to
playmates, family friends, and neighbors, common in African
communities, persisted among succeeding generations of African
Americans.342
Here, we see an understanding of ‘family’ that is outward looking and embraces not just
close relatives but likewise friends and neighbors. A concept closely related to the
solidarity that pervades the African imagination is ujamaa, the Swahili word for
‘familyhood’. Julius Nyerere, who popularized this concept, called ujamaa the African
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socialism which does not consider one class of men as brethren and another as enemies.
As such, the true African socialist does not form an alliance with ‘brethren’ for the
extermination of the ‘non-brethren,’ but rather regards all human beings as members of
an extended family.343 This helps to explain the ease with which a particular clan,
community, or family would accommodate adherents of diverse faiths: they share one
common humanity and also one heritage. Orobator sees this quality of mutual acceptance
and openness in opposition to the litigious and contentious divisions that have often
characterized the Western Church’s approach to (ecumenical) dialogue, as the greatest
strength and contribution of the Church-as-family to ecumenical dialogue. Family in
Africa is a place of dialogue.344
We would of course not be taking a realistic stance if we were to ignore the real
and sometimes very serious tensions that religious pluralism or diversity causes in the
African continent. While some of these tensions are readily resolved in the community –
and this is because, as Orobator observes, for Africans faith in God is a family affair345 –
it is equally true that some of these conflicts get blown out of proportion and threaten the
integrity of the community. It is perhaps such an observation that occasioned Msafiri’s
criticism against the ecumenical fruitfulness of the Church-as-family model.
Msafiri’s criticism is threefold: firstly, he sees a limited catholic-oriented
interpretation of family as an obstacle to Christian unity; secondly, he argues that an
exclusivist Catholic-centered understanding of family would exclude non-Christians from
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God’s family; and lastly, he holds that an Afro-centric interpretation of family excludes a
universalistic dimension of the unity of humanity.346 There is some truth in these
criticisms by Msafiri. However, I think he fails to realize that these limitations are not
intrinsic to the family model itself but pertain rather to a distorted conception of family or
to the abuses brought upon the institution of family as such. Also, he criticizes the model
of Church-as-family for things that the model itself strives to overcome, such as
‘exclusivism’ in the understanding of what ‘family’ means. Again, Msafiri’s criticism
does not adequately take into account the fact that Church-as-family is not exclusively an
African perspective of the Church. By that token, the challenges noticeable in the lived
experience of the Church-as-family are universal. Phyletism and racism for instance are
other wounds that disfigure the Church’s self-understanding as family or communion.
Therefore, one could rather argue that Msafiri’s criticisms alongside the abovehighlighted challenges of ethnicism, tribalism, or nepotism faced by the African
family/clan/tribe, should be seen as a wakeup call for Africa to return to, purify, and
safeguard its priceless cultural heritage, above all the family.347
The needed purification of the ‘outward looking’ nature of the family from all
tendencies of ethnocentrism is fully realized in Christ, just as the purification of
communion from all its wounds of racism and discrimination of any sort is achievable in
and through Christ alone. Christ is that unique ‘Good News’ in every culture, the true
principle and guarantor of perfect communion in every culture and across religious
denominations, for it is in and through him alone that all are reconciled and made one.348
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Within this framework, it is easier to understand Ratzinger’s claim that Christ’s saving
death has universal salvific implications, both for those ‘in’ the family and those ‘outside’
the family of the Church. At last, the African vision of family – as a space of mutual
tolerance, acceptance, sacrifice, participative belonging and shared responsibility
summed up in solidarity – becomes a true model for ecumenical cooperation.
3.5. Conclusion
This chapter built on the centrality and uniqueness of Christ in the transformation
of every human culture. It demonstrated how the Christological transformation of
koinōnia – and hence, its ecclesiological appropriation – becomes a model for the
transformation of family solidarity and its appropriation in the Church’s self-description
as family. In this perspective, koinōnia or family solidarity are best understood in terms
of Christ’s radical co-existence with us which ultimately becomes his sacrificial proexistence for us, as our vicarious representative. Therefore, the Church – Christ’s new
family or communion – becomes redefined in terms of living for others. This is her
identity and her mission at one and the same time. The notion of African firstborn son in
his life of sacrifice and ‘living for others’ is an interesting cultural model for the
theological understanding of the missionary dimension of the Church-as-family. At the
same time, the extended family in its outward-looking nature offers theological insights
toward the understanding of the ecumenical nature of the Church.

113

General Conclusion
The overriding ecclesiological vision of this thesis is the Church-as-family, which
is presented as a correlative counterpart of Church-as-communion. This ‘equation’ of the
two is traced back to the very intention of the Fathers of the 1994 African Synod, who, by
adopting the model of Church-as-family, sought to inculturate the Second Vatican
Council’s ecclesiology of communion.349 Communion ecclesiology and family
ecclesiology should always integrate both the aspects of fellowship and institution
(hierarchy), communion and eucharist, particularity and universality – all rooted in the
Eucharist. These two models – Church as communion or as family – do not exhaust the
mystery of the Church.
The organizing principle of the dialogue between the Church-as-communion and
the Church-as-family is the functional equivalence of koinōnia and solidarity. Also, the
Ratzingerian themes of co-existence, pro-existence, and vicarious representation offer
opportune categories through which to ‘discover’ and deepen the ecumenical and
missionary potential of the Church-as-family by a theological appropriation of the
‘firstborn son’ and the ‘extended family’ within the African institution of the family. In
this dialogue, the following conclusions are evident: the Church is born from and in the
Eucharist; Community and institution are inseparably tied together in the Church’s selfunderstanding; the Church seen either as communion or as family is missionary by
nature, it is not closed-in or inward looking but is open to ecumenical and interreligious
dialogue, and it remains an eschatological developing divine convocation.
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Writing this thesis in the context of the 2020 global pandemic, caused by the
novel corona virus, gives an added edge to the considerations therein. The effects of this
pandemic are not unknown to anyone. Some of these include the following: shutdown of
international borders, shelter-in-place orders requiring citizens to stay indoors, the closure
and failure of business; the closure of church buildings resulting in the unavailability of
regular celebration of Mass, other sacraments, sacramentals, religious rites and services.
In the face of these closures, we are realizing a heightened craving for and multiplicity of
online or virtual Masses, prayers, and religious services all in a bid to fill that void
created by the absence of sacramental or physical presence with and within the Christian
community – the Church. Many long to be united with their respective institutions and
would anxiously hang onto the slightest available sense of ‘belonging together,’ even if it
be across space and time through some media.
This reality forces ecclesiological considerations out of the ‘ivory tower’ of utopia
into the world of reality. It is immediately noticeable in these times that any ecclesiology
that tries to dichotomize ‘Church’ into either institution or community/fellowship,
sacramental/external reality or spiritual reality is downright false. The Church is much
more than a vague sense of fellowship with no institutional, juridical, structural or
sacramental underpinning. We all are faced with the reality of how much we miss that
structured, organized, visible assembly, which we are now trying to replicate by virtual
means. At the same time, these times teach us that the Church cannot be reduced to ‘this’
or ‘that’ structured institution. It is a much ‘bigger and deeper’ spiritual reality essentially
defined in terms of mystery and communion or family. That is why I would readily agree
with Bishop Barron that in the context of the current epidemy, the church buildings or
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institutions – offices, services, etc. – have been shut down, but the Church has not been
shut down.350 The Church lives on and continues to unite all men and women as brothers
and sisters across space and time, in Christ Jesus. More readily, we begin to see our
interconnectedness as members of one big family, in which the pains of one are the pains
of the other, something so fundamental to the African worldview,351 and likewise so
profoundly articulated in the Pauline passages regarding the oneness of the Body of
Christ despite its diversity.352
Another reality these times force us to consider is how truly the Church is a
‘communion of saints’, wherein not just a sense of fellowship is shared, but the actual
sharing of ‘spiritual things’ take place: the prayers of one are offered for all; the saints or
ancestors in glory are invoked to intercede for the pilgrims ‘trapped’ in this ‘valley of
darkness’; the faithful offering countless prayers and supplication for those who die daily
in the current crises. How beautifully, indeed, does the communion of saints – the
pilgrim, suffering and triumphal levels of the Church – shine out.353 It is in times like this
that the Church must show itself as truly a family, shunning all inward-looking
tendencies and turn outward, toward the needy in service and love.
Responding to the command of love, as Ratzinger had noted,354 or seeing
everyone as a brother or sister or aunt or relative, as is typical in the African worldview355
is today inviting us to transcend every barrier of separation in joint collaboration for
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humanity’s sake. The bond of ‘Christian brotherhood’ goes beyond blood relations,
nationality, common purpose or will (as in the social contract); it is a spiritual
communion realized only in Christ, who convokes all into a new and enlarged family of
God. Within this framework, the following ecclesiological models become
complementary – that is, the Church as People of God, Body of Christ, Christian
Brotherhood, Mystical Communion, and of course, the Church as Family of God. In all
these images of the Church, there is an inextricable link between Christ and the Church.
Christ is respectively imaged as the Founder of the new people, the Head of the Body, the
Head of the Family, or the (Proto)-ancestor, the Firstborn Son amongst many brothers, or
the very principle of Communion. The Holy Spirit is always implied as he who builds the
many into one in Christ, he who is indeed the Spirit of Christ.356
Despite the challenges of ethnocentrism, nepotism, tribalism, and all the
discriminations associated with either patriarchy or matriarchy, the African family and its
value of solidarity remain esteemed values worthy of universalization. However, as many
theologians have pointed out – for example Orobator and Waliggo – the African Church,
in praxis, still has quite a journey to make towards its self-realization as truly a family.357
One of the areas in urgent need of reconsideration is the exercise of power by the
ecclesiastical hierarchy and the integration of the other members of the ‘family’ in the
decision-making and governing process of the Church-as-family, without at the same
time falling into a mere social democracy.358 This is not exclusively a challenge for the
356

Cf. 1 Cor 12:13; Eph 2:21-22. Cf. Joseph Ratzinger, “The Holy Spirit as Communio,” 335, 336. See
Joseph Ratzinger, Pilgrim Fellowship of Faith: The Church as Communion, 54 – 58.
357
Cf. John Waliggo, “The African Clan as the True Model of the African Church,” 125. Cf. A. E.
Orobator, The Church as Family, 173, 174.
358
Waliggo rightly avowed that authority in the Church-as-family ought to be conceived in terms of
service. However, like earlier noted, we must guard against the danger of this degenerating into a social
democracy. Similarly, Ratzinger dismisses the rabbinical conception of ‘master’ or ‘father’ as a ‘status-
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African Church. The Church as a whole must continually strive towards that perfection of
communion, unity, and ‘familyhood’ that shuns all forms of racism and discrimination,
such that it may truly reflect the perfect divine communion after which it is mirrored.
Finally, this thesis is far from being exhaustive even of the topics it set out to
consider. For one thing, it was specifically focused on a theological understanding of the
Church-as-family. The studies done here open up the possibility of further scholarship in
terms of how well (or poorly) the principles herein expounded are implemented in praxis
in any given local Church. Also, this study points scholars in the direction of the mutual
cooperation and complementarity that is possible between African and Western
theologies, which have hitherto been mostly ‘opposed’.

changing goal’ of the rabbi’s pupil, a status, which once attained, placed the new master/father over and
above the ‘lay people’. Contrarily, within the Christian brotherhood, “as a ‘father,’ he still remains a
‘brother’; his fatherly office is a form of brotherly service, and nothing else.” As such, the dangers of
clericalism, triumphalism, juridicism to which the Church as an institution could degenerate, are purged.
Cf. John Mary Waliggo, “The African Clan as the True Model of the African Church,” 125. Cf. Joseph
Ratzinger, The Meaning of Christian Brotherhood, 62. Cf. Avery Dulles, Models of the Church, 26-38
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